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New publications

Nanomaterials and workplace health & safety.  
What are the issues for workers?
Aída Maria Ponce Del Castillo

The ETUI has published a body of information on nanotechnologies 
over the years. This booklet on the production and use of nanoma-
terials in workplaces is a new addition. Nanomaterials are coming 
onto the market in a widening range of uses at a dizzying pace, but 
the impact on society is going largely undiscussed and the European 
regulatory framework is arguably ill-suited to these microscopic-scale 
materials. What we know of the risks involved for those who make 
or use them is scant and very patchy. Animal studies are sending out 
warning signals about the toxicity of some of them.

(Se) Former pour transformer le travail
Dynamiques de constructions d’une analyse critique  
du travail
Catherine Teiger and Marianne Lacomblez (eds)

This book edited by Catherine Teiger (an ergonomist in France) and 
Marianne Lacomblez (a psychologist in Portugal) presents the many 
facets of training in the critical analysis of work over the past fifty 
years in various European countries, Quebec and in Latin America. 
The historical and geographical circulation of knowledge and tools is 
a predominant theme of this book which comes with a DVD and the 
original version of many documents (video, audio and text) authored 
by trade unionists, health and safety reps, OSH experts, company 
training officers, researchers and practitioners in ergonomics, occu-
pational psychology, sociology, management science and philosophy.

Benchmarking 
Working Europe 2013

Widening economic and social gaps among EU member states, as 
well as among different groups and categories of citizens within 
society, are not only placing in jeopardy the future of Social Europe 
but threatening to undermine also the whole project of European 
integration. The post-2008 recession and debt crisis, helped along 
by EU leaders’ obstinate clinging to the failing remedies of fiscal 
austerity, have accelerated the disenchantment of millions of 
European citizens with the half-century-old project to build and 
consolidate a European Union. This is one of the most striking 
conclusions of the ETUI’s Benchmarking Working Europe report 
for 2013.

The lawyers’ manifesto for the respect of fundamental 
social rights in the EU

More than 545 social and labour lawyers sign manifesto urging the 
EU to respect and promote fundamental social rights in respect of all 
crisis-related measures.

ETUI, 2013
ISBN 978-2-87452-288-8, 
44 p.
Also available in French

ETUI joint publication with 
the Presses de l’université 
de Laval, 2012
ISBN 978-2-7637-1641-1, 
764 p.
Available in French only

ETUI, 2013
ISBN 978-2-87452-285-7, 
116 p.

To find out more on  
this initiative: http:// 
www.etui.org > Networks >  
The Transnational Trade 
Union Rights Experts 
Network-TTUR

The ETUI is financially supported 
by the European Union. 
The European Union is not 
responsible for any use made  
of the information contained in 
this publication.

Orders and subscriptions
Géraldine Hofmann: ghofmann@etui.org

All ETUI publications are downloadable on www.etui.org > Publications

Relations industrielles

Dynamiques de constructions 
d’une analyse critique du travail

Ouvrage coordonné par
Catherine Teiger et Marianne Lacomblez

(Se) Former pour 
transformer le travail

La formation en santé et sécurité au travail revient sur le devant de la scène. Ce 
livre rédigé par un collectif international et interdisciplinaire expose les multiples 
facettes du projet d’une formation pour les acteurs des milieux de travail et ses 
évolutions depuis une cinquantaine d’années dans plusieurs pays : en Europe, 
au Québec et en Amérique latine. 

Les principes et les pratiques de cette « formation à/par l’analyse critique du 
travail, pour/par l’action » fondent un processus formatif réciproque (entre 
« formateurs » et « formés ») visant le partage des savoirs et la construction 
conjointe de connaissances utiles aux changements du travail. Des réflexions 
et des expériences inédites valorisant le rôle dynamique de l’analyse du travail 
montrent qu’une telle démarche concerne également la formation profession-
nelle. Diverses pistes d’évaluation de ces interventions articulant formation, 
action et recherche sont discutées. 

Émergent alors des suggestions pour une formation renouvelée des futurs 
ergonomes et autres spécialistes de la santé au travail.

La circulation, historique et géographique, de savoirs et d’outils est un autre 
fil rouge de cet ouvrage qui offre, dans un DVD joint, la version originale de 
nombreux documents (vidéo, audio et textes). 

Le livre est introduit par Laurent Vogel (ETUI-CES, Bruxelles) et préfacé par 
Sylvie Montreuil (Université Laval, Québec).

Les auteurs sont syndicalistes, délégués en santé, sécurité et conditions de 
travail, préventeurs, responsables en entreprise, chercheurs et intervenants en 
ergonomie, en psychologie du travail, en sociologie, en sciences de la gestion 
et en philosophie. 

Catherine Teiger est chercheuse en ergonomie au Centre national de la 
recherche scientifique (CNRS) et au laboratoire d’ergonomie du Conservatoire 
national des arts et métiers (CNAM), à Paris, en France.

Marianne Lacomblez est professeure de psychologie du travail à l’Universi-
dade do Porto et chercheuse au Centro de Psicologia da Universidade do Porto 
(CPUP), au Portugal.

Toutes deux participent au développement du réseau international « Analyse du 
travail, formations et transformations » depuis le début des années 1990.

Illustration de la couverture : Giovanni Buzi (1961-2010), 
Frammento, 1997, acrylique sur toile.

Collection Santé et sécurité du travail
dirigée par Sylvie Montreuil
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Newsflash…

Carcinogens Directive revision: 
major milestone passed

The European Advisory Committee for 
Safety and Health at Work (ACSH) adopted 
an opinion on 5 December in favour of  
adding new occupational exposure limit 
values (OELV) to a revised Carcinogens 
Directive (2004/37/EC).

If the Commission goes with the 
ACSH opinion, ten new substances, includ-
ing crystalline silica, refractory ceramic 
fibres, chromium VI and trichloroethylene, 
will soon be added to the list of occupation-
al carcinogens for which a mandatory OELV 
will apply in all EU countries. The Directive 
currently contains only three limits, for 
benzene, hardwood dust and vinyl chloride 
monomer. One thing the ACSH opinion 
does not do is take up the unions’ call to 
extend the Directive’s scope to reprotoxins.

The tripartite opinion adopted at 
European level by governments’, employers’ 
and workers’ representatives should help 
jump-start the revision of the Directive 
which has been in the Commission’s pend-
ing tray since 2004.

The Commission now needs to move 
swiftly to put forward a proposal for a 
Directive so the European Parliament and 
Council can do their job, because without a 
formal proposal from the Commission, the 
process will go nowhere. 

UK: Health must be given  
equal status to safety

Much greater importance must be given 
to occupational health prevention, with 
stronger regulations and enforcement 
to stop workers being made ill by their 
work, demands the British trade union 
confederation TUC in its new health and 
safety manifesto. The document, Time for 
change, published last February, laments 
the approach taken by the Government to 
relax health and safety rules.

The TUC insists that no business 
should be exempt from unannounced 
inspections – as is now the case for many 
so-called ‘low-risk’ workplaces, such as 
offices and shops. The trade union points 
out that supermarket checkout staff are 
particularly susceptible to back injuries; 
shop workers can come into contact with 
violent or abusive customers; and workers 
in the education and health and social care 
sectors can suffer high levels of stress.

REACH: Commission awards itself 
full marks

Some adjustments are needed, but REACH 
is working well so no big changes are 
needed to the EU Chemicals Regulation. 
This is the message issued by the Europe-
an Commission in its report on REACH 
enforcement. 

In the review report, released on 
5 February, the EU executive argues 
that the Regulation has made the use of 
chemicals safer. However, the Commission 
report acknowledges that the public health 
benefits of REACH will not become clear 
for 30 years. 

Options put forward in the report 
for more effective enforcement of the 
Regulation include improving the quality 
of registration dossiers and promoting the 
use of safety data sheets as a central risk 
management tool. 

Where nanomaterials are concerned, 
the Commission is envisaging modifications 
to the REACH Annexes to clarify how the 
risks should be managed. The ETUC  
believes that tinkering with the annexes 
is not enough – real amendments to the 
substance of the regulation are needed for 
proper management of nanomaterials risks. 
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European Environment Agency 
spotlights past health scandals 

The European Environment Agency 
(EEA) released a 700-odd page report on 
23 January 2013 on a raft of old and newer 
health and environmental scandals. And 

"scandals" is the word, because certain 
products have stayed in use, in some 
cases for decades, in the teeth of scientific 
evidence of their dangers to humans and 
the environment. 

Where occupational health is con-
cerned, the paper singles out vinyl chloride 
monomer and the pesticide dibromochloro-
propane (DBCP) as two markers for how 
industry lobbies can strong-arm science, 
the law and public authorities.

Many workers exposed to vinyl 
chloride in the PVC industry died from 
liver cancers, while the widespread use 
of DBCP in tropical fruit plantations for 
almost 40 years caused sterility among 
male agricultural workers.

The report calls on the authorities and 
the business community for more vigilance 
than in the past in relation to emerging risks 
like radiation, genetically-modified products, 
mobile phones and nanotechnology.

Smartphones at work:  
Dutch unions raise health fears

More than 800 000 smartphones and tab-
lets were sold in 2012 – not all for private 
use. A growing number of employers are 
kitting out their staff with them. Concerned 
about the prospective health impacts on 
workers of overusing these new work tools, 
Dutch trade union confederation FNV 
commissioned a report from the University 
of Amsterdam which was published in late 
December. 

The report entitled Techno-stress. 
Recognising an emerging risk reviews the 
scientific literature on the health threats 

– mainly psychosocial risks and musculo-
skeletal disorders (MSDs) – from overusing 
smartphones and tablets. 

The author cites a 2011 survey done 
among 3 700 employees. One in eight of 
the participants aged 22 to 34 check their 
mobile phone more than ten times an hour 
during their free time ("downtime"), and 
one in three check their e-mails immedi-
ately after waking, even before dressing or 
breakfast, while 29% of the "mobile work-
ers" who took part admit that using mobile 
technology has created strains in their 
personal – especially partner – relation-
ships. The report recommendations include 
restricting e-mailing outside of office hours. 

"It is time for the unions to start 
negotiating on where ‘actual work time’ 
starts and stops when mobile communi-
cations are used. It must not come to the 
point where employees are expected to be 
on-call round the clock for no extra pay," 
said FNV health and safety at work expert 
Wim Van Veelen. 

ILO urges better working conditions 
for 53 million domestic workers

The International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) has urged countries to adopt new 
standards to ensure decent working 
conditions and pay for domestic workers – 
mainly women. 

The ILO report, Domestic Workers 
Across the World, puts the number in 
domestic work – defined as work in or for 
a household – worldwide at 53 million 
in 2010. 

The 2010 figure is a significant in-
crease from 33 million in 1995. According 
to the report, only 10% of all domestic 
workers are covered by general labour laws 
to the same extent as other workers. 

More than half of all domestic work-
ers have no limit on their weekly hours 
under national law and about 45% have no 
entitlement to weekly time off or paid an-
nual leave. They have the longest and most 
unpredictable hours. 

"As developing countries get richer 
– for example in South Africa or Brazil – 
the new middle class benefits from these 
services," said an ILO expert.

In 2011, the ILO adopted Convention 
189 demanding decent working conditions 
for domestic workers. So far, only three 
countries – Uruguay, the Philippines and 
Mauritius – have ratified it.
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Tribute to a champion  
of workers’ rights

Simon Pickvance, Honorary Research 
Fellow at the University of Sheffield and 
union activist, died from mesotheli-
oma (an asbestos-related cancer) on 
23 November 2012. The ETUI joins with 
the British trade union movement, and 
especially the Hazards health and safety 
network, in honouring him. Simon had 
been the driving force behind an advisory 
service for workers in the Sheffield area 
with work-related diseases since the 
1970s (see the article in HesaMag 03, 
p. 17-20). His activities for the ETUI  
included directing a study on the  
potential benefits of REACH. 

"Through his advice and suggestions, 
Simon informed our Institute’s health and 
safety work from the very beginning. He 
was a big-hearted man driven by a firm 
belief that deep-reaching change could only 
come from organized action by workers, 
their collective fount of knowledge and 
solidarity across borders", declared Laurent 
Vogel (ETUI).

Electromagnetic Fields Directive: 
first big hurdle cleared in EP

On 6 December 2012, the European Par-
liament’s Employment and Social Affairs 
Committee adopted by a large majority a re-
port on the protection of European workers 
exposed to electromagnetic fields (EMF).

"In my report, I emphasized the 
employer’s responsibility in assessing 
the risks related to workers’ exposure to 
electromagnetic fields, and their obligation 
to take measures in order to reduce it. I 
have also asked the European Commission 
not to focus only on the short-term effects, 
but also on long-term effects of exposure 
to electromagnetic fields", commented the 
author of the report, French MEP Elisabeth 
Morin Chartier (EPP group). 

A first big hurdle has been cleared in 
the EP on the road towards giving workers 
legislative protection against the adverse 
effects of being exposed to EMF at the 
workplace. The EMF Directive is being 
adopted by the co-decision procedure and 
must be passed by both the European  
Parliament and the Council.

Breast cancer ‘linked’  
to chemical jobs

Women working in jobs where they are 
exposed to certain chemicals may have a 
greater risk of developing breast cancer, 
suggests research published in November 
2012 in the journal Environmental Health. 

Researchers from Canada, the US 
and the UK all took part in the study, 
which monitored 1 006 women with 
breast cancer and 1 147 without the 
disease in Southern Ontario, Canada. 
They found that women who worked 
for 10 years in jobs classified as "highly 
exposed" to chemicals increased their 
risk by 42%. Jobs involving above average 
exposure to chemicals include farm work, 
plastics production, metal production 
and bar work. 

For women under 40, working in 
metal or plastics factories resulted in a 
risk five times higher of being diagnosed 
with cancer. This study points to the value 
of including detailed work histories in the 
environmental and occupational epidemiol-
ogy of breast cancer. 
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Editorial
Jobs and working conditions: 
two sides of the same coin

Europe is a patchwork of employment trends, 
with very wide gaps between countries and 
often regions of the same country. As a 
pointer, the increase from 7% to just short 
of 10% in all-EU unemployment from 2008 
to 2011 covered drastic rises in Spain and 
Greece and a decline in Germany. The scale 
of the crisis, public policy differences, var-
yingly effective trade union action against 
closures and layoffs, and the distribution of 
employment across business sectors all play 
into these gaps.

One common thread, however, is that 
job losses are not improving working con-
ditions in those that remain. Contrary to 
popular myth, low-grade traditional jobs or 
ones in low-skilled occupations are not nec-
essarily those being shed. An analysis of the 
working conditions surveys finds no prova-
ble link between lost jobs and better working 
conditions. The story is not always the same. 
Significant job losses often go together with 
worsening working conditions.

A fair share of the new jobs appear-
ing and existing jobs being kept have their 
downsides like repetitive work, lack of au-
tonomy, disregard for rights, no job security. 
Lacking a real joined-up policy, the "more 
and better jobs" soundbite has held pride 
of place in EU action since the so-called 
Lisbon Strategy adopted in 2000. But it is 
not walking the talk. The much-vaunted 
benefits of a "knowledge economy" have not 
come through. Some countries have fewer 
and worse quality jobs. Elsewhere, there is 
a visible disconnect between the "more" and 

"better" aspects. Since the Hartz reforms of 
the early 2000s, Germany has witnessed the 
growth of mini-jobs with monthly salaries 
below 450 euros and midi-jobs with salaries 
of 450 to 850 euros.

General statistics report only averages. 
Looking more closely at the detail, widening 
social inequalities are flagrant. For women, 
the rise of part-time is most disturbing, for 
with it go low pay and often poor working 
conditions. In employment terms, it effec-
tively collectivizes female unemployment 
while limiting women’s access to benefit 
systems. Almost without exception, a part-
time job — even if very low paid — gives no 
entitlement to unemployment benefit. The 
problem for young people is a sharp rise in 
insecurity: temporary contracts, weak col-
lective labour rights, working conditions 
that combine traditional risk factors like 

accidents and health damage with a despot-
ic work organization that effectively imposes 

"sweated labour".
The spectre of unemployment looms 

large over workers. Employers everywhere 
are driving down working conditions on the 
often spurious grounds of saving jobs. Longer 
working hours, more flexibility, eroded col-
lective labour rights, pay restraint are set 
beforehand as the redlines of any bargaining.

What is really needed, however, is to is-
sue a reminder that employment and work-
ing conditions are two sides of the same coin. 
Improving working conditions and opposing 
closures and layoffs are two sides of a press-
ing equation. From reducing working time 
to tackling insecurity, jobs and working con-
ditions are joined at the hip. Sacrificing one 
for the other would be a pointless and risky 
business.•

Editorial 1/1

Laurent Vogel
ETUI

Employers everywhere are  
driving down working conditions 
on the often spurious grounds  
of saving jobs.
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Community health and safety strategy: 
going nowhere
2013 got off to a very bad start for EU health and safety at work policies. 
The strategy for 2007-2012 has ended. But a new strategy is mired in doubts. 
Will there ever be one? And will it be up to addressing the problems identified 
in the different Member States?

European news 1/4

Laurent Vogel
ETUI

Manual workers have 
a shortened healthy 
life expectancy. The 
European Commission’s 
shelving of its action 
programme on health 
and safety at work is a 
direct snub to the most 
at-risk workers.
Image: © ImageGlobe
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efforts focused in this area. The main aim of 
work accident prevention must be to minimise 
differences between jobs by tackling insecuri-
ty and acting on subcontracting.

By contrast, where the long-term ef-
fects of working conditions on health are con-
cerned, the challenges are huge. Most manual 
and a significant proportion of non-manual 
workers find their current working condi-
tions unbearable. They are reducing healthy 
life expectancy sharply for the less well-off 
categories, and reducing their life expectancy 
of any kind where working conditions-related 
cancers are concerned.

What drives prevention?

The Bilbao-based European Agency for Safe-
ty and Health at Work ran a survey to try and 
pin down the drivers and barriers of a sys-
tematic prevention policy in workplaces4. It is 
based on nearly 36 000 telephone interviews 
with private and public sector enterprises 
employing at least ten workers5. The first 
person contacted is the enterprise owner or 
a senior manager. If he reports the existence 
of a workers’ health and safety rep, that per-
son is also interviewed separately to get two 
views of what goes on in the enterprise. The 
questions are on health and safety manage-
ment generally, how psychosocial risks are 
dealt with, and worker participation. The re-
plies give an idea of the preventive measures 
adopted in the workplace, the key drivers for 
action and the biggest barriers.

comment on a website set up for the purpose? 
Couldn’t the old strategy just be extended? 
Oughtn’t firms to be relieved of the admin-
istrative burden of existing legislation? The 
delays have piled up. There was a perceptible 
backlash growing against the aim of improv-
ing working conditions. Behind the increas-
ingly gnomic utterances, the subtext became 
clear: in a crisis, a job is what counts, but a 
good job might well be just an indulgence. 
Also, the approaching end-of-2012 deadline 
showed that the key legislative initiatives on 
the 2007-2012 strategy agenda (revision of 
the Carcinogens Directive and adoption of 
a musculoskeletal disorders directive) were 
stalled. With the current strategy under-re-
sourced and inconsistently applied, it became 
increasingly difficult to embrace the need for 
a bold strategy for the future.

On 14 February 2013, replying to a 
question from MEP Karima Delli, Employ-
ment and Social Affairs Commissioner László 
Andor dodged any express mention of adopt-
ing a new strategy, writing only that "the 
Commission will take account of the views 
of the stakeholders when setting priorities 
for future policy action on health and safety 
at work". This is no form of pledge, as it can 
safely be said that the different stakeholders 
will express differing opinions. The current 
Commission’s term of office runs out in 2014. 
It can therefore be assumed that if a policy 
decision is not taken before the end of sum-
mer, the matter will go back to the next Com-
mission and the next Parliament.

A reality-check

A look at recent data on work trends in Eu-
rope may counter this idea that a downward 
spiral could help get the EU economy on its 
feet again.

The European Working Conditions Sur-
vey done in 2010 by the Dublin Foundation 
shows a rise in inequalities in many areas2. The 
gap between national situations is particularly 
worrying for a large number of indicators. The 
divides are even sharper within countries. The 
overall situation has deteriorated for all manu-
al workers going by a highly effective synthetic 
indicator: the perception of still being able to 
do the same job when they reach 60. A recent 
study published by the European Trade Union 
Institute also shows significant between-occu-
pation differences3.

The trend in work accidents does not 
give a handle on the decline in working con-
ditions. In all developed countries, the long-
term downward trend in work accident rates 
is linked to various factors: job displacement 
between sectors, technological improvements, 
shifting risks to other parts of the world, a 
generally better-educated workforce and the 
accumulated results of a century of prevention 

European news 2/4

1. Delli K (2011) Report on 
the mid-term review of the 
European strategy 2007-
2012 on health and safety at 
work, European Parliament 
(2011/2147 (INI)).
2. Parent Thirion A. et al. 
(2012) Fifth European 
Working Conditions Survey, 
Luxembourg, Eurofound.
3. Vendramin P., Valenduc 
G. (2012) Occupations 
and ageing at work. An 
analysis of the findings of 
the fifth European Working 
Conditions Survey, Brussels, 
ETUI.
4. Rial González E., 
Cockburn W., Irastorza X. 
(2010) European Survey 
of Enterprises on New and 
Emerging Risks. Managing 
safety and health at work, 
European Agency for Safety 
and Health at Work.
5. It was done in the 
27 EU Member States plus 
Croatia, Turkey, Norway and 
Switzerland.

Occupational health policy planning has been 
around for thirty-plus years. The Europe-
an Commission adopted its first action pro-
gramme on the matter in 1978. Every five years 
since, a new such programme has set the prior-
ities for Community action to harmonize work-
ing conditions by laying the foundations of 
common legislation. From 2002, the terminol-
ogy changed. The "action programme" became 
a "strategy" — a military metaphor, but also a 
misnomer. The action programmes were often 
to the point, accurate and better targeted. They 
listed the actions that the European Union had 
to take. They reflected the policy thrust set by 
the Community Treaty in 1986: harmonizing 
working conditions upwards on the basis of 
directives. The trend has been for "strategies" 
to be long on description and short on urging 
all concerned to contribute to health and safety 
at work policy. Commitments to legislate were 
often fuzzy and lacking a firm timetable.

The last strategy was for the period 
2007-2012. When it was adopted a hard tar-
get was added at the last minute for a 25% cut 
in work accidents over the period. This pri-
ority given to the headline item of work ac-
cidents was more about number-crunching 
than an analysis of trends in working condi-
tions. There are European statistics on work 
accidents which even with underreporting 
enable a trend to be tracked over time. Health 
problems, it is known, have a more devastat-
ing impact and are often less straightforward 
to prevent. European occupational disease 
statistics are more fragmented than those on 
work accidents. Researchers looking for more 
detailed information on some work-related 
diseases often use worker-perception surveys. 
Statistical difficulties aside, the prevention of 
work-induced diseases is the area where EU 
action has most value to add.

The understanding was that the 2007-
2012 strategy would be evaluated to define a 
new strategy for the period 2013-2020, ena-
bling it to be adapted to the lessons learned 
and changing working conditions.

A build-up of delays

The groundwork for the new strategy start-
ed out on schedule: a mid-term review of 
the 2007-2012 strategy, positions taken by 
the European Parliament1 and the Luxem-
bourg-based European Committee for Safety 
and Health at Work composed of government, 
trade union and employer representatives 
from the 27 Member States. Ostensibly, there 
was no issue with the policy commitments.

At the end of 2011, the European Com-
mission went into dither mode. Was a health 
and safety at work strategy really necessary 
when economies were in crisis? Perhaps 
there should be a large-scale exercise in e-de-
mocracy first to enable anyone concerned to 
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too, the differences are significant: three in 
four Romanian enterprises against one-fifth 
of Austrian ones.

These facts suggest two consequences 
for the future of the Community HSW strate-
gy. One is that improving the Community leg-
islative framework is crucial to harmonizing 
national situations. Most of the directives in 
force were adopted between 1989 and 1995. 
To think that the real effort made two decades 
ago drew a final and satisfactory line under 
all problems would be a triumph of hope over 
reason. Also, the primary aim of Community 
action must be to strengthen the underpin-
nings of preventive activity by extending and 
better-resourcing workers’ representation in 
occupational health, developing real and in-
dependent multidisciplinary preventive ser-
vices, and resourcing labour inspectorates 
adequately. If the new strategy were to adopt 
quantitative indicators, these three pillars of 
prevention should be given priority.

The impact of the crisis

To claim that the crisis renders the adoption 
of a new strategy pointless is a flawed argu-
ment. The experience of other crises shows 
that they actually force working conditions 
down so that health and safety at work poli-
cies are essential to offset the harm.

One question is on what motivates the 
taking of preventive action. The answers 
are clear-cut and fairly consistent for all 
sizes of enterprise. The main thing that mo-
tivates enterprises to develop a prevention 
policy is the existence of legislation. 90% of 
enterprises said that fulfilment of legal ob-
ligations impelled them to act. In 22 of the 
27 countries, this was the leading reason. 
The between-country gaps are less than for 
other factors. Where psychosocial risks are 
concerned, for which the legal framework is 
often poorly developed compared to more 
traditional risks, fulfilment of legal obliga-
tions remains the main driver for action (63% 
of replies), far ahead of all other factors with 
scores ranging from 36% (requests from em-
ployees or their representatives) to 11% (con-
cerns at high absenteeism rates).

The second most frequently-cited fac-
tor prompting preventive action is requests 
from workers or their representatives. This 
is cited by three out of four enterprises. Be-
tween-country gaps are wider here, however, 
ranging from a low of 23% in Hungary to a 
high of 91% in Finland. Economic reasons 

– be it client requirements or concern about 
reputation (67%), absence management and 
staff retention (59%), or other economic or 
performance-related reasons (52%) — play 
only a limited role. Pressure from the labour 
inspectorate also appears as a less-impor-
tant factor (57%) — understandable given 
the under-staffing of labour inspectorates 
and the low probability of inspection that 
entails. There are also very significant dif-
ferences for labour inspection: 16% in Hun-
gary versus 80% in Germany. Where psycho-
social risks are concerned, pressure from 
labour inspectorates is lower, cited by just 
15% of enterprises.

The survey bears out employer un-
der-resourcing of prevention. The most 
common response in identifying obstacles is 
the lack of resources such as time, staff or 
money, concerning 36% of enterprises. Here 

European news 3/4

Broadly-speaking, an economic down-
turn often sees an initial decline in work ac-
cidents — all the more so in that the most 
crisis-hit sectors may be those with high 
work accident rates (like the construction in-
dustry). It would be dangerous to see this as 
a reason to scale back prevention. Thereafter, 
work accident rates often tend to rise beyond 
a simple knock-on effect from an increase 
in the numbers in work. Various factors are 
involved: reduced investment in more mod-
ern and less dangerous work equipment; the 
loss of experience that comes with spells out 
of work, often resulting in greater vulnera-
bility; workers’ abilities to fight back under-
mined by a context where keeping one’s job 
is the main priority.

Where the health impact is concerned, 
a crisis is unlikely to bring any reduction in 
work-induced diseases. The various factors 
already mentioned in regard to work acci-
dents are compounded by the psychological 
toll taken by the crisis. In some user-fac-
ing sectors like health, social services and 
education, an economic crisis most often 
means a substantially increased workload at 
a time when governments are cutting fund-
ing for these services. In the 1970s, Swedish 
researchers found that the concentration 
of women in these activities could explain 
more drastic effects on the health of young 
working women6.

Behind the increasingly 
gnomic utterances, the 
subtext became clear: 
in a crisis, a job is what 
counts, but a good job 
might well be just an 
indulgence.

Europe’s workers have 
been waiting years for 
a real social Europe to 
develop, but the EU is 
just asking for yet  
more flexibility.
Image: © ImageGlobe
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The causes of the crisis included ris-
ing social inequalities and general busi-
ness-friendly deregulation. The job at hand 
is to reverse this trend to get a more equal 
society and business under social and public 
control. Safety and health at work is one link 
in this wider debate.

There is no denying the need for a new 
European health and safety at work strate-
gy, but framing it remains subject to much 
stronger political opposition than in the past. 
In some Member States, health and safety at 
work policies are accused of holding back eco-
nomic development. The UK government is at 
the forefront of this crusade. Employers’ or-
ganizations have also made health and safety 
a prime target for their deregulation lobbying, 
and have often managed to sway the Europe-
an Commission. In contrast, the European 
Parliament has come out clearly in favour of a 
more ambitious and front-footed occupation-
al health strategy.

At the time of writing — March 2013 – 
there is no saying what the final word will be. 
It is a very real-life concern in that every em-
ployee in Europe will feel the outcomes on the 
quality of their working conditions. It is also 
a supremely political debate which reflects 
the clash between two irreconcilable visions 
of society.•

6. Novo M., Hammarström 
A., Janlert U. (2001) 
Do high levels of 
unemployment influence 
the health of those who 
are not unemployed? A 
gendered comparison of 
young men and women 
during boom and recession, 
Social Science and 
Medicine, 53, 293-303.

MSDs: Commission 
buries head in sand ... 
until at least 2020

The scale of work-induced musculoskeletal 
disorders (MSDs) has been clear for over twenty 
years. They top the tables of national statistics 
on recognized occupational diseases. Their prev-
alence in the population is a function of working 
conditions and risk factors that demand a policy 
of prevention. The record of preventive actions 
in most EU countries, however, is very poor.

Three of the four main disease groups in 
the Dublin Foundation’s European Working 
Conditions Survey are MSD-related. Backache 
is suffered by 47% of female and 46% of male 
workers; neck ache and upper limb pain affect 
45% of women and 41% of men workers; while 
lower limb pain is experienced by 30% of wom-
en and men alike.

The effects of MSDs build up over and 
beyond working life. They are a factor in 
forcing many workers out of their jobs, 
impair the quality of life of older people and 
can lead to an increased death rate from the 
long-term consequences of inflammatory 
diseases.     

Most EU Member States have no specific 
legislation to guide preventive action against 
MSDs. There are two reasons why: the lack of an 
EU directive, which leaves most states sitting 
on their hands, and employers’ opposition to 
anything that touches on work organization. 
Work accidents are unwelcome to employers 
since they harm both workers and production, 
whereas MSDs are seen as the inevitable sacri-
fice that workers have to make of their bodies 
in the cause of productivity. The fact that work 
accidents mostly affect men and MSDs mostly 
women is also a factor in putting down MSDs to 
unsubstantiated complaints, lifestyles or biolog-
ical factors claimed to be unrelated to working 
conditions.        

The Community legal framework addresses only 
a small number of factors like vibration, screen 
work and manual handling of loads that contrib-
ute to MSDs. A comprehensive strategy should 
include physical factors (like poorly designed 
equipment), work organization, and the pace, 
intensity and mental pressure of work.

After twelve years of consultations, discussions 
with technical experts and unspecific undertak-
ings, the Commission has said it is no longer look-
ing at a directive, but merely a recommendation 
– i.e., a non-binding instrument that could provide 
for groundwork on a directive to resume around 
2020. This about-turn is a big concession to em-
ployers. On 26 March 2012, Business Europe and 
most of the employers’ organizations in industries 
where poor working conditions cause a high rate 
of MSDs (construction, cleaning, shopwork, etc.) 
had written to Commissioners Tajani (Industry and 
Entrepreneurship) and Andor (Employment and 
Social Affairs) calling on them to give up the idea 
of   a directive. The lobbying paid off.

In May 2012, the Commission put forward yet 
another impact assessment for a possible MSD 
Directive to its Impact Assessment Board (IAB), 
an internal, supposedly purely advisory body. The 
assessment showed the benefits of legislating. 
The IAB’s comments betrayed its ideological 
opposition to the principle of social directives. 
Instead of addressing these comments in a full 
report, the Directorate General for Employment 
and Social Affairs decided to back down and 
settle for a recommendation. 

Further reading

Bernard B.P., Fine L.J. (1997) Musculoskeletal 
disorders and workplace factors: A critical review 
of epidemiologic evidence for work-related muscu-
loskeletal disorders of the neck, upper extremity 
and low Back, Cincinnati, National Institute for 
Occupational Safety and Health.

Okunribido O., Wynn T. (2010) Ageing and 
work-related musculoskeletal disorder. A review of 
the recent literature, Health and Safety Executive, 
Report 749.

The causes of the crisis  
included rising social inequalities 
and general business-friendly 
deregulation.
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Standardization:
what roles for 
the unions?
This special report was coordinated
by Laurent Vogel and Stefano Boy, ETUI.

EU standards development has been 
governed by a new Regulation since 
1 January 2013. A raft of measures 
opens up new opportunities 
for trade unions to get more 
involved in the work of European 
standardization bodies. In line with 
a steadily-growing world trend, 
standards bodies will also see their 
remit extending to the vast sphere 
of services.

Will European trade unions be up 
to the challenges these changes 
will bring? Will they mobilise 
commitment and find the skills to 
take part in what is basically highly 
technical work? How do they avoid 
dissipating their energies and set up 

checks and balances in response  
to the steady stream of standards,  
a growing number of which impact 
on work organization?

It is too soon to tell. This report 
sets out only to give a broad 
brush picture of the issues in 
the evolving job of standards 
development by sketching in the 
historical background to the current 
debate and hearing what involved 
representatives of the labour and 
business communities have to say.
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Laurent Vogel
ETUI

Standards development – 
a flashpoint of technical expertise 
and conflicting interests

Looking for how best to describe the world of standardization, the image that 
springs to mind is a gentlemen’s club where specialists coolly debate the state of 
the art and pass technical documents on the nod. Outwardly democratic –  
all interested parties are welcome – it is in reality mainly populated by 
the representatives of big industrial groups and public bodies. Trade unionists, 
environmentalists, consumer groups and small businesses find it very hard 
to gain entry.

Standardization 
and trade 
developed together. 
Standardization’s chief 
aim still today is to 
serve market needs.
Image: © ImageGlobe
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What is a technical standard?

There is no single agreed definition of a tech-
nical standard, although some common ele-
ments recur in the different definitions: it is 
a written, voluntary document laid down by a 
specialized body on the basis of a consensus 
between experts appointed by the stakehold-
ers. It may set out specifications for a specific 
physical object or one of its components or 
characteristics common to a set of objects. 
But it can also relate to non-physical things. 
It is meant to ensure the best achievable qual-
ity in given circumstances. Some standards 
define the terminology used in a particular 
field. Others describe processes and organi-
zational arrangements. The ISO 9000 series 
of standards, for instance, purportedly guar-
antee the quality of production of particular 
goods or services. Some ISO standards deal 
with good laboratory practice or corporate 
social responsibility (see p. 28).

Some spheres seem to fall inherent-
ly outside the purview of standardization. A 
technical standard that defines the essence 
of a work of art, political case-building tech-
niques, strike arrangements or how best to 
run a love affair is not readily imaginable. 
There is nevertheless a marked trend for 
standards bodies to engage in empire build-
ing and seek to make inroads in new markets. 
The ISO has published some 20,000 inter-
national standards. In 2012, CEN reported 
having adopted nearly 15,000 still-current 
instruments3.

This tidal wave of activity can hold 
surprises. Technical standardization once 
seemed completely irrelevant to faith com-
munities. Yet in 2009 the Austrian Standards 
Institute came up with a standard on halal 
food, i.e., foods that Muslims are permitted to 
eat. The debate spread to the European Com-
mittee for Standardization, which in 2010 set 
up a working group to analyse the feasibility 
of such a standard. A report was adopted in 
2012. One of the key arguments for standard-
ization was the existence of a market valued 
at €70 billion annually in the European Un-
ion. The debate went viral across the web. The 
discussions are likely to be reignited by the 

Technical standards permeate our daily 
lives. Printing and copying paper comes in 
standard sizes in many countries, identified 
by a letter and number. We talk of A1, A2, 
A3, etc., sheets without specifying the di-
mensions. They are laid down in a technical 
standard with an instructive history. It was a 
German scholar and writer of the Enlighten-
ment, Georg Lichtenberg, who pointed to the 
immense value of having paper sizes defined 
by a mathematical rule. He suggested main-
taining a consistent width-to-length ratio of a 
sheet such that a large size sheet when folded 
would each time be the size below. There were 
two benefits to this. Less waste in paper pro-
duction – cutting a sheet in half would yield 
the size below – while standardized formats 
would make filing and storage easier.

The French Revolution turned these 
scientific musings into a law of the Repub-
lic – 13 Brumaire of the Year VII. The aims 
were to ease the task of compiling a nation-
al register of landed properties and to raise 
taxes through stamp duty on the registration 
of certain instruments. From the legal world, 
these sizes migrated to German industry. In 
1922, they were enshrined in a national tech-
nical standard – DIN1 476 – which was very 
soon taken up by other countries – Belgium 
in 1924, the Soviet Union in 1934, and France 
in 1967. In 1975, the ISO2 turned it into inter-
national standard ISO 216.

Or again: all photographers learn about 
using different silver nitrate films for different 
sensitivities, exposure times and light con-
ditions. Traditional films were given a rising 
speed rating: ISO 25, 50, 100, 200, 400, etc. 
The higher the number, the more sensitive the 
film and the more suitable it is for low light or 
shorter exposure times. The development of 
digital cameras has obviously brought a seis-
mic shift in the technical conditions. Instead 
of light-sensitive film, they use a sensor that 
detects a wider range of discrete tonal differ-
ences. ISO standard 12232 has laid down rules 
that define the technical properties of sensors 
by analogy with the speed rating of films. This 
allows photographers to decide between the 
different devices offered based on a scale de-
veloped in a completely different context.

recent scandals over traceability in the food 
industry chain. Whatever else, they show that 
technical standardization and religion are 
not natural bedfellows. And yet since 2010, 
there has been a Standards and Metrology 
Institute for the Islamic Countries. It was es-
tablished in Istanbul as an initiative by the 
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation. Its sev-
en technical committees include one on halal 
food issues and one on halal cosmetic issues. 
The idea was first floated in 1984 and the de-
lays show what hard going the compromises 
have been.

Defining what is a technical standards 
body is also problematic because they are 
such a mixed bag. Technical standardization 
activity taken in a broad sense has a long 
historical pedigree if it is taken as adopting 
technical rules designed to unify production 
activities. It tended to reflect a policy of cen-
tralization in order to steer the economy to-
wards the central state’s objectives. In China, 
these age-old forms of standardization date 
back to the 3rd century BC when Emperor Qin 
Shihuang standardized weights and meas-
ures. In Europe, a rise in pre-technical stand-
ardization can be seen with the advent of fire-
arms for the soldiery to ensure compatibility 
between the ordnance produced by different 
manufacturers.

1. DIN is the German 
Institute for Standardization 
established in December 
1917 under the name 
of NADI (Association 
of German Industry 
Standards).
2. ISO is the International 
Organization for 
Standardization established 
in 1947.
3. In addition to 
standards proper, CEN 
adopts technical reports, 
specifications, guides and 
workshop agreements which 
are variants of technical 
standardization.
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other criteria to be excluded from the debates 
or, once a compromise has been reached on 
them, requires them to be turned into a tech-
nical document".

Many standards encroach on fields be-
yond that of products. A comprehensive list 
of standardization’s interests is outside the 
scope of this article. Suffice it to mention a 
few major areas: metrology, safety perfor-
mance testing techniques, "good laboratory 
practices", purported quality assurance sys-
tems for a given activity (production of goods 
or services), etc.

Looking at inter-firm relations in sub-
contracting chains, standards to a large 
extent give effect to techniques that allow 
dominant work specifier groups to exercise 
substantial control over their subcontractors’ 
activities without necessarily incurring legal 
liability for them.

State, law, standard

Strictly speaking, technical standards are 
private property. Unlike legislation, they are 
not made freely available to the general pub-
lic or even to specific users. They are salea-
ble goods, and even big money-spinners for 
standardization bodies. Standards are also, 
in theory, voluntary, but in fact, only up to a 
point. Much legislation mandates compliance 
with certain standards. It refers expressly to 
them and leaves no choice but to apply them. 
Then, too, public bodies direct whole produc-
tion segments through public procurement 
contracts which are tightly locked down by 
reference to standards. Finally, in EU law, 
the "new approach" (see p. 17) says that com-
pliance with harmonized standards creates 
a presumption of conformity to the essen-
tial requirements imposed by Directives. A 
wide range of provision, therefore, militates 
for compliance with standards well beyond 
whatever mere interest their technical ration-
ality (i.e., specifying the "best procedure" to 
follow) or market pressure might dictate.

Globally, the World Trade Organization 
requires its member states to use interna-
tional standards as a basis for technical reg-
ulations, provided they deem "the standards 
appropriate for the fulfilment of legitimate 
objectives and for attaining the desired level 
of protection at domestic level". France’s as-
bestos ban imposed in 1997 was challenged 
by Canada on grounds that it went beyond the 
health goals that could be achieved simply by 
applying ISO standard 7337 on on-site work 
with asbestos reinforced cement products.

technology and work organization. Unlike the 
European organizations, the American Na-
tional Standards Institute (ANSI) in the USA 
does not itself adopt standards, but provides 
coordination, information and representa-
tion in the international bodies of a large 
number of different standards organizations.

Standards also fulfil many functions. 
Looking only at standards for equipment, 
two main functions are key. One is to ensure 
that equipment or components produced by 
different companies are compatible and in-
teroperable. The other is to reflect a consen-
sus on the state of the art to secure a fairly 
wide variety of safety, performance, usabil-
ity, robustness and other requirements. All 
of this can bring conflicting agendas into 
play, notwithstanding the tendency to lump 
them all together under the near-indefinable 
term "quality". Maximizing safety may result 
in a loss of productivity. Extending a market 
to non-professional users may detract from 
other factors, resulting in a less complex or 
cheaper but less effective or efficient product. 
Standards also help make significant commu-
nication savings. This is an obvious function 
for terminology standards, but is also true 
for some product standards. An electrician 
faced with fitting a piece of equipment into a 
complex system will, thanks to standardiza-
tion, normally know from the start what its 
functions are.

Even if not overtly stated, the choic-
es made are imbued by economic issues. As 
Olivier Borraz remarks4, "even though a 
standard is the product of compromises on 
political, economic and social criteria, only 
the technical aspects are visible. Having the 
discussion focus on these aspects allows the 

Modern standards institutions emerged 
in the second industrial revolution on the 
cusp of the 19th and 20th centuries. The first 
international standards organization was 
founded in 1865 to establish standards for 
telegraphy, which had hitherto rested on dif-
ferent encoding techniques in each country. 
It gradually expanded its scope to telephony, 
then wireless telegraphy to become a special-
ized agency of the United Nations after World 
War Two. National non-industry bodies were 
established from the start of the 20th centu-
ry, with the United Kingdom taking the lead 
in 1901. The First World War led to the crea-
tion of national bodies in most industrialized 
countries.

The common trend in Europe has been 
to create a single general purpose stand-
ards body like Germany’s DIN or AFNOR in 
France backed up by more specialized bodies 
in specific fields as diverse as electrical equip-
ment and information technologies. Most of 
these organizations have a legal status that 
gives them a pivotal role. Governments are 
represented in them, but they are based on 
broad participation by private sector stake-
holders. Government has a more prominent 
role in the French than the German model, 
but the most salient feature of all general 
purpose standardization organizations in Eu-
ropean countries is their hybrid nature. They 
did not open up to non-industrial or non-gov-
ernmental stakeholders until later.

Standards in the Soviet bloc countries 
were developed by a state agency in close con-
junction with the economic planning bodies. 
The output reflected the inability of the bu-
reaucratic system to address quality issues in 
an economy that largely mimicked capitalist 

An electrician faced with fitting a piece 
of equipment into a complex system will, 
thanks to standardization, normally know 
from the start what its functions are.
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4. Borraz O. (2004) Les 
normes, instruments 
dépolitisés de l’action 
publique, in Lascoumes P. 
et Le Galès P., Gouverner 
par les instruments, Paris, 
Presses de la Fondation des 
Sciences Politiques.

Access to standardization therefore 
raises two issues of democracy. One is en-
suring that standards development is trans-
parent and that the inevitable conflicts of in-
terest can be aired openly. Issues also arise 
about using standards once they have been 
drawn up. As standards are saleable goods, 
the only way to access them is to buy them. 
Another vexed issue is conformity checking. 
The general rule for placing goods on the 
market where work equipment is concerned 
is self-certification. By affixing the CE mark-
ing on goods, manufacturers are deemed to 
guarantee that they have complied with ap-
plicable laws, which may include referring to 
the standards derived under them. EU law 
requires some particularly dangerous equip-
ment to be certified by a third party carrying 
out a number of checks. One problem fre-
quently encountered here is that certifying 
organizations are in market competition, 
which can result in a less-than rigorous ap-
proach: an organization may be less scrupu-
lous about compliance with a particular as-
pect in order not to lose a client.

Finally, no standard is destined to stay 
unchanged for ever. Technologies evolve. 
Data on the safety, health or environmental 
impacts of production build up over time. 
User expectations may also change. Feedback 
is traditionally a weak link in standardiza-
tion, or, more precisely, is apt to be wrongly 
equated with reporting on market demand. 
That goods are being marketed successfully 
is clearly not sufficient evidence of a stand-
ard’s merits as a public regulatory instrument. 
The information imparted by the standards 
market is necessarily imperfect, therefore. 
Likewise, a standard’s technical rationality 
may remain unimpeachable even though it 
has ceased to properly address other needs. A 
constant interplay takes place between tech-
nology and labour relations that standards 
bodies cannot tap into but requires a system 
of checks and balances.

At present, there is a clear trend for gov-
ernments to step back from regulation. On 
the face of it, standardization may be seen 
as akin to effectively privatizing regulation 
by allowing private players to replace public 
bodies. There are good reasons why it should 
not: regulation in this way is less transparent 
and accessible than formal legislation and 
the zeal demonstrated by standardization 
bodies in all areas is the focus of discussion 
(see interview p. 33). A more forensic analysis 
shows this not to be a uniform trend. Stand-
ardization can also become a sort of backdoor 
way for public authorities to create a real or 

apparent consensus on issues where they 
feel unable to act by regulatory instruments. 
Legislation always involves choices between 
conflicting interests and blueprints of soci-
ety. Standardization offers a method of reg-
ulation whereby these choices are no longer 
overt. It talks only in technical terms, even 
when indirectly making value judgements 
and ruling on conflicts.

Cross-currents

Every stakeholder brings different interests 
to standardization. While these differences 
can be fairly easily puzzled out, the bigger 
picture is that they are all jockeying against 
one another for position. Big industrial 
groups see the choices lying between confi-
dentiality of trade secrets, money-spinning 
patents and other intellectual property rights, 
and the competitive benefits to be had from 
entrenching a production technique as stand-
ard. Which one they go with will be dictated 
by circumstance. For public authorities, even 
the choices may be at odds: standardization 
may be made an industrial policy instrument; 
or it may become an unstated protectionist 

committees that draw up draft standards is a 
costly business (travel, time consuming, access 
to documents, etc.).

CENELEC (1973): European Committee for Elec-
trotechnical Standardization. It 
prepares standards related to electricity, elec-
tronics and allied technologies.

ETSI (1988): European Telecommunications 
Standards Institute: its output includes the GSM 
standards that are now the benchmark for 90% 
of mobile phones worldwide.

There are also international standards bodies 
working in the same areas as these three Euro-
pean organizations. The international equivalent 
of CEN is the International Organization for 
Standardization, more commonly known by its 
acronym ISO. A total of 19,573 international 
standards and prescriptive documents had been 
published at 31 December 2012.

The main 
standardization bodies
The national standards bodies are DIN in 
Germany, BSI in the UK, AFNOR in France, SIS 
in Sweden, NBN in Belgium, AENOR in Spain, 
UNI in Italy, etc. Their involvement in CEN’s 
work makes these organizations key players in 
developing European standards.

CEN (1961): the European Committee for 
Standardization links together standards organ-
izations from across Europe – currently from 33 
countries. The standards produced by CEN are 
identifiable by their EN prefix. In addition to the 
national standards bodies, CEN accepts associ-
ate (non-voting) members representing different 
stakeholders (unions, employers’ organizations, 
consumer and environmental protection organ-
izations). Stakeholders who join CEN must pay 
an annual fee. Participation in the CEN technical 
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barrier; or it may be put to work for consumer 
protection, workers’ health or environmental 
policies.

In political terms, standardization may 
be seen as a threat to public bodies’ techni-
cal jurisdiction, or conversely as a resource to 
tap into private companies’ knowledge bases. 
Trade unions have a clear interest in breaking 
into the hermetic sphere of technology due 
to its many implications for the labour force 
(health and safety, working conditions, job 
skills, employment, etc.). There is also a dan-
ger that standardization may ultimately pare 
down other areas of regulation where unions 
are more able to defend the interests of work-
ers through collective action or where they 
feel they have political "ins". While a strike to 
get amendments to a draft technical standard 
seems remote, it is quite clear that a standard 
could improve or worsen working conditions.

Consumer, environmental and small 
and medium-sized business lobbies are in a 
similar quandary: how to engage with stand-
ardization without jeopardising other forms 

of regulation or endorsing interventions they 
see as unreasonable? On top of that, these 
broad brush choices are further complicated 
by the sheer variety of standardization bodies 
(industry, national, European, world), where 
stakeholders do not enjoy the same oppor-
tunities for involvement and influence at the 
different levels. So, evidence of the tobacco 
industry’s clinching influence in the devel-
opment of ISO standards on its production is 
visible in everything from the methods used 
to measure nicotine content to air quality 
standards.5

There is no easy answer to these dilemmas. 
From the author’s own experience of union 
intervention in highly specific areas (mainly 
work equipment), three conclusions can be 
drawn:
1. Union participation is wholly effective 
only if linked to methods for feeding back 
workers’ own experience of their working 
conditions. It is a knowledge source for which 
there is no substitute. This is a precondition, 

but does not in and of itself guarantee success 
because the technical language of standard-
ization has a subtext that needs constantly 
translating. Technical standards are so draft-
ed as never to spell out the interests being de-
fended or the compromises being made. The 
impression given is that the state of the art 
inevitably led to the solution adopted when in 
fact choices were made;
2. Taking part in standardization bodies 
means forming alliances with diverse objec-
tives. All non-traditional players in standard-
ization, including small and medium firms, 
obviously want more transparency. Health 
and safety at work is an aim generally con-
sistent with what consumer and environ-
mental protection groups are after, although 
choices as to priority standards may clearly 
differ. The point and value of experiential 
feedback and better market supervision are 
also seen by the public authorities, and espe-
cially labour inspectorates. Setting European 
standards that ensure high levels of safety is 
a goal that can be shared by manufacturers 
concerned about competition from cheaper 
but less safe equipment;
3. Where unions need to step in is in multi-
disciplinary expertise, because standards 
throw up many issues. Many different disci-
plines play into a social/labour assessment of 
technology choices. This is certainly a big ask 
to meet due to the limited resources available, 
but it is also a precondition for having effec-
tive, long-term influence.•
Further reading

Brüggemeier G., Falke J., Joerges C. and Micklitz 
H.-W. (eds.) (2010) European product safety, 
completion of the Internal Market and the New 
Approach to technical harmonisation and stand-
ards – reissued, Hanse Law Review, 6 (2), 107-406. 
http://www.hanselawreview.org/pdf10/HanseL-
RVol6No02.pdf

Rey F., de Gastines C. (2009) 1989-2009. Twenty 
years of the Machinery Directive. Twenty years of 
union action to raise standards, Brussels, ETUI.

Search tool on all European harmonized standards: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/europe-
an-standards/harmonised-standards/

The site http://www.kan.de/ has extensive docu-
mentation in German, French and English.

One problem frequently 
encountered here is that certifying 
organizations are in market 
competition.
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5. Bialous S., Yach D. 
(2001) Whose Standard Is It 
Anyway? How the Tobacco 
Industry Determines the ISO 
Standards for Tobacco and 
Tobacco Products, Tobacco 
Control, 10 (2), 96-104.



spring-summer 2013/HesaMag #0717 Special report 8/25

1990 The European Commission publishes a Green Paper 
on standardization which is highly critical of and 
proposes reforms to CEN and CENELEC. Criticisms 
include the time taken to adopt standards, and the 
lack of direct access for consumer organizations and 
trade unions.

From 1998 An increasing number of EU laws refer to European 
technical standards in a wide range of fields such 
as information and communication technologies, 
chemicals, the environment, medical devices, postal 
services and toy safety. Hundreds of mandated 
standards are adopted each year.

2003 The interinstitutional agreement on better 
law-making propounds alternative regulatory 
instruments (other than Community laws) such 
as co-regulation and self-regulation. It does not 
address the thorny issue of the representation of 
conflicting interests in the forms of self-regulation. 
Standardization becomes a form of self-regulation 
because it is driven mainly by industry.

2003-2005 A CEN strategy for standardization of services 
is implemented in response to a call from the 
European Commission.

2004 Communication from the European Commission 
on the integration of environmental aspects into 
European standardization.

2006 Revision of the Machinery Directive. The changes 
include an explicit reference to ergonomics.

25 october 2012 A comprehensive Regulation on European 
standardization is adopted. It recognizes the role 
to be played by “societal stakeholders” which 
includes trade unions, defending workers’ rights. 
The European standards bodies must ensure 
participation by these ”stakeholders“ who at 
European level can benefit from EU funding. 
A new role is assigned to all these societal 
partners: keeping the standardization process 
under active review and intervening when 
they identify problems whatever the standards 
concerned. The practicalities of Community 
support for these new activities should be 
spelled out sometime during 2013.

*For more information: Rey F. and de Gastines Cl. 
(2009) 1989-2009. Twenty years of the Machinery 
Directive, Twenty years of union action to raise 
standards, Brussels, ETUI. Downloadable on  
www.etui.org > Publications

1958  The European Economic Community is founded. One 
main objective is freedom of movement of goods 
between Member States. Import and export taxes, 
and restrictions on the quantity of imported goods, 
are scrapped. The Treaty of Rome also prohibits 
“measures having equivalent effect”. This general 
wording covers all measures that might hinder trade, 
particularly technical regulations to protect human 
or animal health, protect consumers, preserve the 
cultural heritage, etc. But the Treaty allows Member 
States to regulate their domestic market by reference 
to these concerns, so that the Community market 
remains fragmented by national regulations.

The 60s Two strategies are deployed to address this 
fragmentation: 1) rules are harmonized by Community 
directives and these common benchmarks replace 
national rules, 2) the Commission pushes the mutual 
recognition principle: an article lawfully produced in 
one EU country should able to move unhindered in 
other states. There are pros and cons to each of these 
strategies. Harmonization of laws is a slow process 
that has to be done over in light of technical progress 
or new information on health or the environment. 
Mutual recognition may result in a levelling-down 
and can lead to unacceptable risks. In a 1986 case 
involving woodworking machinery, the European 
Court of Justice rejects the Commission’s argument, 
refuses to apply the mutual recognition principle to 
particularly dangerous work equipment, and upholds 
a French law requiring German machinery that is 
particularly dangerous to workers to be type-approved 
before it can be sold in France. French machinery was 
already subject to the same obligation.

1973  First European directive referring to harmonized 
standards for the free movement of goods. It relates 
to low voltage equipment.

1985  The European Union adopts the “new approach” of 
harmonizing basic rules through directives. These 
are limited to laying down essential principles, 
leaving the technical specifications to be spelled 
out afterwards by European harmonized standards. 
These standards are adopted by private standards 
bodies working under a mandate from the European 
Commission (see box p. 15).

1989 Machinery Directive* adopted based on the “new 
approach”. There is a close link between this 
Directive, which is intended to regulate the market, 
and the Framework Directive which sets going a 
process of harmonizing health and safety at work 
rules. The European Trade Union Confederation 
steps into the standardization process in order to 
speak up for workers’ interests. The Trade Union 
Technical Bureau (TUTB) is set up for the purpose. It 
organizes cooperation between trade union experts 
to improve the safety and ergonomic design of 
work equipment. It is an associate member of CEN 
and participates in various technical committees or 
working groups. It is subsumed into the European 
Trade Union Institute in 2005.

Half a century of European standardization
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Journalist

France: Sparks fly around 
electrical hazards standard
Over the past four years, a group of trade unionists has been involved 
in developing a standard on protection against electrical hazards. 
One of them tells his story.

EU Directives set 
general requirements 
for work equipment 
safety. The tricky 
challenge for standards 
is to turn the "spirit of 
the law" into technical 
specifications.
Image : © ImageGlobe
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was seconded to the CGT in 2003 and man-
dated by it to sit on various bodies dealing 
with workplace risk prevention and safety. He 
brings a keen interest in preventive safety to 
the UTE Committee’s work. But he is no Lone 
Ranger – he has rallied the other CGT indus-
try federations to set up a group of a dozen or 
so trade unionists from a range of industries 
(construction, chemicals, motor manufactur-
ing, transport, etc.).

Underdressed electricians

The other participants were not expecting 
to be joined by a trade union delegation. 
Most were engineers or experts in regula-
tory standards mandated by big companies 
(Electricité de France, France Telecom, Paris 
transport authority, etc.), the Labour Depart-
ment, National Institute for Research and 
Safety (INRS) and representatives of vari-
ous professional bodies in the electrical and 
HVAC industries.

"I realized at the first meeting that we 
would learn and get a lot out of this, but that 
we also had a lot to offer. As a committee of 

"If our group of trade unionists hadn’t been 
involved in developing a standard on electri-
cal hazards, health and safety at work would 
definitely have counted for less in the final 
version. That said, the new one still leaves 
a lot to be desired", says Alain Delaunay, of 
the CGT’s (General Confederation of Labour) 
Power and Mineworkers’ Federation. The 
standard is NFC C 18-510 containing detailed 
preventive measures to ensure the safety of 
persons performing work in an electrical en-
vironment. It was approved on 21 December 
2011 after four years in the pipeline. Work 
on it began in July 2007 with a Ministry of 
Labour review of the 1988 regulation on the 
protection of workers in premises making use 
of electric currents, which needed updating.

"Technological developments in the 
area meant that risk perception had changed", 
says the Labour Ministry’s head of standard-
ization Laure Ginesty. In tandem with revis-
ing the regulations, the Ministry also wanted 
to update the digest of general safety instruc-
tions — a policy document, there being no 
standard as such at that time – to which the 
regulation refers. At a meeting of the social 
partners on the national occupational haz-
ards prevention board (now the working con-
ditions policy board) on the draft regulations, 
the CGT asked to have a say in the standard 
being developed by a committee of the Elec-
trical Engineering Union (UTE)1, a voluntary 
electrical standards body tasked with bring-
ing provisions more into line with standard 
requirements.

An employee of the EDF (Electricité de 
France) group, Alain Delaunay is an electri-
cian with years of live work experience. He 

1. The UTE represents 
France in the international 
electrical standardization 
bodies. It is a member 
of the International 
Electrotechnical 
Commission (IEC) and 
the European Committee 
for Electrotechnical 
Standardization (CENELEC).

"Us being there 
shook things up."

engineers and experts, it’s first-class on the 
technical aspects of standardization. But 
their prevention approach is driven by pure 
economics. That means they think more in 
terms of managing risks than trying to elim-
inate them. We, goes on Alain Delaunay, 
brought a different perspective. Our work ex-
perience lets us bring in the reality of work 
and the dangerous situations that workers 
can be exposed to. What we have to say about 
eliminating risks comes from our knowledge 
of work accidents and analysis of actual sit-
uations. So we have managed to refocus the 
discussions and debates on the real issues of 
safety and prevention. In that respect, us be-
ing there has shaken things up".

When the issue of personal protective 
equipment came up for discussion, for ex-
ample, the union thought it should include 
workwear. "You often see electricians in just 
T-shirts", says Alain Delaunay. "But to be 
properly protected against electrical hazards, 
your arms have to be covered up. That’s why 
we said that coveralls should be included in 
the standard". Discussions go down to the 
smallest details. Revision of these legal stand-
ards is time-consuming and patience-testing. 
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“The EN 12 268 ‘Food processing machinery - 
Band saw machines’ standard was outdated 
and left behind by developments in machinery”, 
explains the Labour Ministry’s head of stand-
ardization Laure Ginesty. “In the woodworking 
industry where these machines are also used, 
they meet higher safety standards. So we want-
ed to carry the woodworking industry’s safety 
requirements over into the food industry taking 
into account the industry’s specific hygiene 
rules”, says the standardization expert. In 2006, 
a working group was set up of French band saw 
manufacturers, the Ministry of Labour, the Na-
tional Institute of Research and Safety, and the 
secretariat of the mechanical engineering stand-
ardization office UNM. At the same time, France 
initiated a European-level review of standard EN 
12 268. “After more than three years of work 
that took a lot of energy and resolve, the new 
legal requirements should be out in 2013”, says 
Laure Ginesty. One improvement is that saw 
blades will in future have to be made inaccessi-
ble by equipping saws with a drop-down hood 
that remains in contact with the table.

Edging 
towards safer 
band saws 
They are the bane of meat processing indus-
try workers’ lives: band saws, very frequently 
used for cutting meat, are lethal pieces of 
machinery. A moment’s inattention, the 
slightest slip and the blade can shear one 
or more fingers off. It’s a very real risk in 
Brittany which in less than 40 years has be-
come France’s foremost food industry region 
and Europe’s breadbasket. Figures from the 
Regional Health Insurance Fund report that 
between 2001 and 2007 band saws were the 
cause of 175 work accidents and 8,464 sick 
days. In the agricultural insurance scheme, 
23 accidents were reported over the same 
period, five of them serious. Saw manufactur-
ers offer little by way of protection solutions, 
so there is often little employers can do 
about it.
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"Everybody works on rewriting them sen-
tence by sentence, sometimes discussing each 
individual word", says the union rep who has 
often doubted the real commitment of some 
participants to get a new standard on the 
books. "Having reached agreement on a form 
of words, we have had a member of the group 
backtrack and demand a new change".

The vagaries of marrying conflicting 
opinions into a single draft have not been the 
only problem. Over four years of meeting sev-
eral times a month, plus preparatory meet-
ings, the trade unionists group has lost half its 
members. After just several weeks, only four 
militants were left, two of them retired. The 
Ministry of Labour paid some of the costs, 
making it easier for the workers’ reps to take 
part, but that isn’t enough to keep the moti-
vation going. "When we started in 2007, we 
never thought it would be such a long drawn-
out, demanding job. People arranged to come 
in their official time off for union duties, but 
that was soon used up", says Alain Delau-
nay. "The time problem needs sorting out as 
a priority by paying the wages of the person 
seconded to take part in the work. Resourc-
ing unions to take part in standardization is 
basically a matter of social democracy".

1800 comments filed

The other big problem is the consensus re-
quirement that standards bodies have to op-
erate by. The Committee of experts and trade 
unionists has reached agreements but a num-
ber of substantive objections remain. "We 
identified ten sticking points", says Alain De-
launay. "One particular stumbling block was 
live working. Because a moment’s inattention 
can be fatal, the unions wanted to include a 
requirement for a person doing live work to 
be supervised by another. The industry rep-
resentatives refused. So the matter was finally 
left to be dealt with in the technical datasheets 
that the work premises have to draw up". 

"So, the issue was sidelined for a while, 
but the basic problem hasn’t gone away", ar-
gues Alain Delaunay. Pressed by the Labour 
Ministry which needed the new standard in 

order to publish the new regulations on the 
protection of workers in electrical environ-
ments, the participants managed to produce 
a standard. "But it isn’t perfect", says the CGT 
member. "Granted, it is substantially better 
than the initial version, but we have serious 
reservations that led us to vote against the 
text when it was laid before the working con-
ditions policy board2". The other stakeholders 
also voiced misgivings.

The public consultation on the AFNOR3 
website prior to publication attracted a high 
level of objections: 1800 criticisms were filed. 
Two-thirds of them have yet to be examined. 
Since November 2012, the Committee has 
continued its work in the Electrical Engineer-
ing Union to address outstanding issues and 
those raised in the public consultation. Alain 
Delaunay and his trade union colleagues con-
tinue to attend diligently. But the trade un-
ionist sounds a sceptical note.

"Looking at the experience we have had, 
we’ve every right to wonder whether a veneer 
of consensus has to be the only basis for work-
ing on. That has to make us wonder about the 
real possibility of finishing it off in the months 
ahead. Won’t the consensus requirement ul-
timately be at odds with health and safety at 
work? Not everything to do with work organi-
zation can be dealt with through standardiza-
tion. An official body has to step in to regulate 
and arbitrate. Without that, we’ll keep coming 
up against the same problems".•

"Resourcing unions 
to take part in 
standardization is 
basically a matter of 
social democracy."

2. A consultative body of 
workers’ and employers’ 
representatives operating 
under the aegis of the 
Ministry of Labour.
3. French standards body.
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Going for the gold standard
Swedish trade unions play a unique role in standards development. 
No other EU country has so many trade unionists working in it. 
Step forward Sven Bergström.

With fifty trade 
unionists involved in 
standards development, 
Sweden is ahead of the 
field in Europe. Sven 
Bergström played a 
key role in building up 
this network.
Image: © Linus Meyer



spring-summer 2013/HesaMag #0722 Special report 13/25

"If people feel 
better, goods will 
be better made."

Sven Bergström turns 62 this year. That’s a 
good age to retire at, he thinks. "There’s more 
to life than just work. There’s just no end to it 
when you’re dealing with working conditions. 
You can go back to square one tie and again. 
You’re under pressure. Well, I put myself un-
der pressure". Sven has given his working 
life over to others’ wellbeing at work. He has 
strong beliefs, but his words are measured.

"Growing up, my father was a house 
painter. He broke his back falling seven meters 
off a ladder. It was a new ladder, but it just fold-
ed in half. You don’t forget a thing like that".

Over the past 25 years, Sven has put 
much of his energy into getting a bigger trade 
union say in standards development. While 
standards are still voluntary for businesses, 
they are attracting growing interest from pro-
ducers for the ability to use the same terms 
whether in Stockholm, Madrid or London.

For unions to have an active say in de-
veloping standards means that employers 
then have to focus more on the safety of the 
production or service employees affected. 
Everybody wins.

So, at least, argues Sven. "It’s a way of 
preventing a host of work-induced diseases!"

Like Don Quixote

Sven is packing in just as his ideas are gaining 
ground in Europe. The European Commis-
sion has recently highlighted the importance 
of user (consumers, unions) participation in 
new standards development (see article p. 17). 
But the unions themselves often hold back 
from engaging with the matter, arguing that 
it is the employers’ job, especially given the 
big investment in work, time and money. It 
often takes at least three years to bring a new 
standard into being.

Nevertheless, says the European Trade 
Union Institute’s senior researcher Ste-
fano Boy, his work has been agenda-setting. 

"Twenty years ago Sven was fighting a lone 
battle like Don Quixote. Now many people 
see Sweden as a real role model in this area".

As yet, Sweden is the only EU country to 
have a national working group on standards 
setting. It has 53 members from various un-
ions, partly thanks to government subsidies. 
Sven has helped fast-forward the develop-
ment, but plays down his achievement.

"It’s not his style", says Ulf Jarnefjord 
of the transport union Transportarbetarför-
bundet, one of LO’s 14 member federations. 

"Sven’s not someone to big himself up. He’s 
big-hearted and sharing by nature. He knows 
how to delegate. He’s sent a lot of co-workers 
off for training".

LO – Sweden’s biggest trade union con-
federation, and Sven’s employer – is head-
quartered in central Stockholm. A hundred 
people currently work in the building, popu-
larly known as "Fortress LO". Its membership 
base is large compared to other European 
trade unions – around 1.5 million of the coun-
try’s total population of 9 million. The mem-
bership rate among manual workers is 70%. 
But recent years have seen these numbers on 
the slide, mirroring the trend in some other 
European countries. Falling membership in 
Sweden has been accelerated by political de-
cisions.

Although arguably himself a testament 
to the famously different "Swedish model", 
Sven is worried. "The problem is that our good 
track record on employees’ working condi-
tions is to some extent based on legacy gains".

His office is simple, pleasant and tidy. 
Sven is clearly on top of his brief, and while 
talking quickly finds the documents he needs 
among all the folders and archival boxes that 
fill the shelves.

His office windows overlook a covered 
courtyard, four floors below, with a furnished 
patio. The 10 o’clock staff coffee break is a 
tradition. "It’s friendly. You often see familiar 
faces from other departments there".

Sven joined LO in 1988 to fill its need 
for a researcher into the growing problem of 
musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) in indus-
try. This is when he really started to work on 
standardization.

Sven brought with him fourteen years’ 
workface experience as a trained engineer 
specializing in worker protection. He was 
first employed in the National Labour Mar-
ket Board’s (Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsen) re-
search department, where his job was to 
measure the radiation exposure of identified 
groups of workers.

He subsequently travelled all across 
Sweden checking the health of power plant 
workers as part of a large-scale study on elec-
tromagnetic fields, for which he devised his 
own portable measuring instrument.

Rust and gold

In the late 1970s, he did something then un-
common for a man – he took three months’ 
leave to look after his eldest son. "I had a lot 
of things planned, like de-rusting my car, but 
I soon realized that I had just barely about 
enough time to take care of my son".

Before starting with LO, he also worked 
in an occupational health service which at 
the time was well-resourced, being run on a 
tripartite basis by the state, employers and 
unions. Sven’s job was to develop teamwork 
to promote overall management of the work 
environment. "It was a golden age. But things 
started going downhill towards the end".

One of his first big challenges at LO was 
to argue the union case in a parliamentary 
report on standardization. The European Un-
ion had decided to work on increasing stand-
ards development to facilitate free trade. Not 
yet in the EU, Sweden did not want to be side-
lined. The unions wanted to participate, but 
for the state to foot the bill.

"Our members are a fount of valuable 
knowledge for improving manufacturing 
conditions. But the state has to foot the bill 
because our participation is good for society 
as a whole. Occupational diseases and absen-
teeism go down. If people feel better, goods 
will be better made".

The Riksdag (Swedish parliament) fi-
nally decided to fund union participation. 
This helped to kick-start Swedish trade un-
ions’ exceptional involvement in the stand-
ardization process.

Sven stepped onto the European 
scene in Mannheim (Germany) in 1989. The 



23 spring-summer 2013/HesaMag #07 Special report 14/25

European Commission had set up a working 
group to develop ergonomic principles for 
standardization. Sven smiles at the memory 
of that "weird meeting". He had prepared the 
topic carefully, only to find that the British 
contingent wanted to talk about anything but. 

"We also realized that we had real difficulty 
understanding the English terms for stand-
ards". This prompted the Swedish unions to 
lay on technical English courses.

At the meeting, Sven had tried to get a 
discussion going on musculoskeletal disor-
ders (MSDs). "I got some funny looks from 
foreign colleagues". He later realized that 
the problem now recognized everywhere had 
come to light earlier in Sweden than else-
where, partly because Swedish women had 
entered the labour market in large numbers 
some years before their counterparts in other 
countries, many working in industry in jobs 
considered lighter than male work, but in-
volving more repetitive movements.

One of Sven’s big victories in the teeth 
of some foreign colleagues was on women’s 
position in the workplace. The German un-
ions wanted gender-differentiated standards 
for some machinery.

"We were not having pink and blue ma-
chines! That would have been against EU 
non-discrimination principles. And anyway, 
you get strong women and weak men. Instead, 
we managed to get adjustable machines".

Despite some frictions due to cultural 
differences, Sven is very positive towards the 
single market. "I’m not keen on the euro. But 
the rest is fine".

He describes how a discussion can start 
as a dialogue of the deaf, then bit by bit the 
participants get to know each other, and give 
and take happens on both sides. "And then 
eventually you get there. You manage to come 
up with a document that everyone can live 
with. It’s a great process".

In the late ‘80s, he was involved in an-
other Swedish battle, having seen that stand-
ards were not much use without inspection 
and enforcement. The policy makers had to be 
persuaded of the need to make manufacturers 
liable at law for the harm caused by their prod-
ucts. The Government thought the then-ex-
isting insurance system was enough. "But the 
most important thing is preventing, not com-
pensating!" Chalk up another union victory.

In the standardization web

In his 25 years with LO, Sven has done a lot 
to consolidate the union role in standardiza-
tion work. He was, for example, involved in 
setting up the ASTA group of representatives 
of the three biggest Swedish trade union con-
federations TCO, SACO and LO. At Europe-
an level, he co-chairs with Gilles Seitz (CGT 
France) the European Trade Union Institute’s 
Network of Standardization Experts.

In his Stockholm office, Sven points to 
a diagram of his activities, a real spider’s web 
of more than 25 different groups and institu-
tions.

Yet he views the future with pessimism. 
A supporter of the Social Democratic Party 
since his youth, he believes that the right-
wing coalition which has governed Sweden 
since 2006 is investing too little in research 
to improve working conditions, and overesti-
mating the benevolent goodwill of employers.

These are good times for employment 
agencies, and that will inevitably result in 
more occupational diseases.

"Accident risks are on the rise. Simpler 
and more repetitive tasks that untrained em-
ployees can do are re-emerging. We have gone 
back to production lines". Sven is also criti-
cal of the unions for accepting "crisis agree-
ments" and poor working conditions to save 
jobs. "There is more fear around. That’s not 
good. The unions have to speak up. A proper 
dialogue will give the best results all round".

He also counsels his European col-
leagues to fight for public funding to play into 
the standardization process, and to listen to 
their members. "They have so much knowl-
edge. You don’t need a PhD to participate".

He will soon be leaving this arena him-
self for pastures new, like finishing restoring 
his boat in the garage. He’s single at present, 
but two marriages have given him three chil-
dren and as many grandchildren. He lives in 
Tyresö, ten minutes from the sea and 20 kilo-
metres from central Stockholm – the "right 
distance" for biking to and from work.

His office walls are bedecked with med-
als. Badminton and floorball1 are traditional 
sports among LO employees. Sven is a sports-
man of prowess, including away from work. 
He began training in earnest only in his fif-
ties. But he has some feats to his credit: the 
legendary Vasaloppet (90 km cross-country 
skiing) eight times, several Vättern runt (300 
km cycling) and Vansbrosimningen (3 km 
river swim).

These activities show immense stamina 
– surely an essential quality for involvement 
like his in the world of standardization.•

"We were not having pink and blue 
machines! That would have been 
against EU non-discrimination 
principles."

1. The forerunner of ice 
and field hockey played in 
Sweden since 1894.
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Ulrich Bamberg
Commission for Occupational Health and Safety and 
Standardization (KAN)

KAN: a German trade union voice 
in standards
Standards are developed by private standards organizations working very much to 
the agenda of manufacturers and much less in the interests of workers who use 
their products. Germany’s Commission for Occupational Health and Safety and 
Standardization (KAN) has been trying for nearly 20 years to put this situation 
right. It upholds the interests of various stakeholders in health and safety at work, 
and so also gives the unions a voice.

The ETUI is currently 
running a project to 
improve the safety 
of agricultural 
equipment with the 
European Federation 
of Agriculture Workers 
(EFFAT).
Image: © ImageGlobe
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the union members in KAN and is the infor-
mation and advice point for unions, works 
councils and workers (in search of stand-
ards, information for workers on dangerous 
work equipment, etc.).

Sound standards as the basis for man-
ufacturing safe work equipment make a vi-
tal contribution to preventive safety and the 
avoidance of many workplace accidents. But 
this requires the standard which is the essen-
tial basis for designing and manufacturing 
work equipment to allow for all the risks that 
may arise during future use. Products must, 
for example, be ergonomically designed or 
keep noise down to safe levels. Technical in-
novations (camera systems for vehicles with 
limited fields of view, for example) also need 
to be fed quickly into standards.

The unions used occupational disease 
and accident prevalence information to help 
improve products (and the related standards) 
in KAN, especially for machinery (noise, vi-
bration, radiation); safety of rail vehicles; 
running boards for refuse trucks; the pres-
ence of carcinogenic hexavalent chromium in 
cement and leather shoes2.

The “feedback method”

KAN has been collaborating for many years 
with the European Trade Union Institute 
(ETUI), the European Trade Union Confeder-
ation’s (ETUC) research arm, in particular on 
implementing the "feedback method" to feed 
workplace users’ experiences back to stand-
ards developers so that better health and 
safety can be designed into standards. So, it 
is not experts but users of selected dangerous 
machinery that are directly questioned and 
can propose improvements. It is a painstak-
ing but supremely necessary job given that 
many standardization committees cannot 
possibly know what risks the products may 
pose in actual workplace use.

In Germany, the trade unions and social 
accident insurance institutions have worked 
with the KAN Workers’ Bureau to improve the 
safety of self-propelled variable reach trucks 
(stability, improved visibility and ergonomics), 
forklifts (visibility, electronic stabilization sys-
tems, lowering the centre of gravity to the low-
est point possible, and automatic speed limita-
tion when cornering) and combine harvesters3 
(visibility, emergency stop, safety distances, 
access to moving parts, etc.).

The unions recently submitted two new 
projects to KAN, prompted by serious acci-
dents resulting from poor machinery design.

One was on baling presses for waste pa-
per following a worker being crushed to death 
by the press while trying to clear a paper jam. 
There was no safeguard when the press start-
ed up unexpectedly. The machine was not 
fitted with either a trip mechanism or emer-
gency stop system. The investigation showed 
that there was no standard which set adequate 
safety requirements for this kind of equip-
ment. KAN therefore developed a draft stand-
ard in collaboration with the German social 
accident insurance institution for the trade 
and distribution industry and submitted it to 
the European Committee for Standardization 

1. The unions hold 5 
of the 17 seats and the 
rotating two-year chair 
is held alternately by 
representatives of the 
employers, unions and the 
state
2. Hexavalent chromium 
can form during the process 
due from oxidation of 
trivalent chromium used in 
the tanning of leather.
3. Safety of agricultural 
machinery, KAN Report 41. 
Downloadable from www.
kan.de > Publications> KAN 
reports.

The "new approach" brought in in the 1980s 
gave standardization bodies a more leading 
role in the safety of machinery in the Euro-
pean Union. This meant the health and safe-
ty at work stakeholders, especially the trade 
unions, had to make sure of their input into 
standards. Sticking to its long-established 
aim of widening access to standardization, 
Germany’s DGB trade union confederation 
prompted the setting-up of KAN in 1994.

KAN – the Commission for Occupa-
tional Health and Safety and Standardiza-
tion – brings together the German institu-
tions responsible for safety and health at 
work (unions, employers, federal and Länder 
governments, social accident insurance or-
ganizations) and the Deutsches Institut für 
Normung (DIN, the German Institute for 
Standardization). For individuals to take part 
in standards bodies puts heavy demands on 
time and money, so a committee working 
with an effective secretariat offered an inter-
esting alternative solution for the unions1.

What sets KAN apart is having a liai-
see for the unions and another for the em-
ployers. The "Workers’ Bureau" supports 
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(CEN) with the successful outcome that after 
five years of discussions, EN 16252 on baling 
presses was published in 2011.

The other was prompted by serious ac-
cidents to drivers of earthmoving machinery. 
One regular source of accidents on construc-
tion sites is drivers’ inability to see people 
in their vehicle’s blind spot. KAN therefore 
took up a building workers’ union (IG BAU) 
initiative which petitioned the European and 
German parliaments for the EN 474 and ISO 
5006 standards to be reviewed in order to de-
sign or fit out civil engineering plant so that 
the driver has a sufficient view of his machine 
surrounds (including through surveillance 
cameras).

Beware “soft” standards 

For German trade unions, technical stand-
ardization remains a priority with the focus 
on product – especially work equipment – 
safety. Standardization, however, increas-
ingly deals with non-technical issues. These 
so-called "soft" topics often impinge on work-
place health and safety and the unions there-
fore also need to be alert to them. They in-
clude OSH management systems, the service 
sector and corporate social responsibility.

Product standards play a clearly-de-
fined key role: the very broadly worded pro-
tection objectives like the essential require-
ments for product safety are imposed by law 
in European Directives on the internal mar-
ket (Articles 114 and 115 of the Treaty on the 
Functioning of the European Union, TFEU). 
The technical details are embodied in the Eu-
ropean so-called "harmonized" standards.

By contrast, the "health and safety at 
work directives" under Article 153 TFEU make 
no provision for the minimum requirements to 
be embodied in standards. Implementing these 
directives is more a matter for national legisla-
tures (as for workplace exposure limits or op-
erator’s obligations). This is why the union reps 
in KAN are at pains to see that (non-binding) 
standards are not at odds with (binding) health 
and safety at work regulations.

As the ISO 9000 family 
of standards on "quality 
management" shows, management 
standards are just an opportunity 
for costly certifications.

The balers firms use to 
compact their waste 
cause serious, often 
fatal work accidents. 
A recent European 
standard should 
improve the safety of 
these machines.
Image : © ImageGlobe
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Where services are concerned, it may 
not be easy to distinguish between the re-
quirements that a product (or service) must 
meet in order to be placed on the EU market, 
and those affecting the individual service 
providers.

So it may happen that draft standards 
also address employment and occupational 
safety and health aspects. That requires a 
concentrated effort to ensure that the stand-
ards deal only with quality of service require-
ments, as indeed the EU Services Directive 
provides. By contrast, anything relating to 
the wearing of personal protective equipment 
falls under national health and safety at work 
requirements rather than standards.

The German trade unions consider 
OSH management systems as a useful way of 
mainstreaming workplace health and safe-
ty across all levels of the business organiza-
tion, bringing it into general application in 
the firm’s daily activities, thereby delivering 
better protection at work and reducing health 
risks at the workplace.

However, the German unions rejected an in-
ternational standard on OSH management 
systems recently put forward by what one 
might be tempted to call the usual suspect – 
the British Standards Institution – for three 
reasons:

1. Germany regulates health and safety at 
work in detail by statute and regulation. To 
double-up (and possibly duplicate) these 
binding rules with a non-binding standard 
would create confusion;
2. Guidelines are equally unnecessary. ILO 

"Guidelines on occupational safety and health 
management systems" have existed since 
2001, along with national guidelines derived 
from them and a welter of guidelines pro-
duced by the Länder and social accident in-
surance organizations;
3. As the ISO 9000 family of standards on 
"quality management" shows, management 
standards are just an opportunity for costly 
certifications that do not guarantee health and 
safety in company workplaces. Where health 
and safety at work are concerned, company 
outlays must really go into ensuring protection 
in the workplace, not buying certificates.

KAN can only go some way to compensating 
for the limited opportunities workers and un-
ions have to participate in standards devel-
opment. What it does do is to offer them the 
opportunity to consolidate their positions on 
standards and draft standards. Without that, 
their views would carry little weight, even if it 
could be expressed. When the centre of gravity 
of standardization shifts from EU to interna-
tional level, this scope for action by stakehold-
ers who are poorly represented in standards 
development gains added importance.

An institution like KAN shows the prac-
tical limits of national participation when the 
actual decisions on standardization are taken 
at European level. Where health and safety 
protection in standards is concerned, those 
most affected – i.e., the workers – must get 
preferential opportunities for participation 
and joint decision-making in European bodies.

The ETUI’s European standardization 
network plays a key coordinating role here. 
Through it, national unions can argue their 
interests to the European standardization 
organizations. Under the DGB’s leadership, 
German trade unionists and the KAN Work-
ers’ Bureau give their input to this standard-
ization network.•

The union reps in KAN are at  
pains to see that (non-binding) 
standards are not at odds with 
(binding) health and safety  
at work regulations.
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Ornella Cilona
CGIL, President of the Technical Committee on 
Social Responsibility of Organizations in the Italian 
Standards Body UNI

Trade union involvement in 
non-technical standardization
The international standards body, ISO, has produced a flurry of draft social, 
ethical and environmental standards of late. Italian trade unionist Ornella 
Cilona reflects on her participation in the work culminating in the adoption 
of a standard on the “social responsibility of organizations”.

After the flood of 
standards on "quality 
management" at work, 
standards development 
bodies have moved 
into "human resource 
management".
Image: © ImageGlobe
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Trade union involvement in non-technical 
standardization can be an effective bulwark 
for workers’ rights if national standards bod-
ies take trade union and other stakeholders’ 
contributions fully on board. This is the 
main lesson I have learned in my five years 
chairing the Technical Committee on Social 
Responsibility of Organizations in the Ital-
ian standards body UNI. In 2003, UNI de-
cided to set up a new Technical Committee 
on Social Responsibility in which the social 
partners and NGOs would work together on 
improving knowledge and awareness of sus-
tainable development in Italy. 

This Technical Committee took a lead 
on the ISO’s 2004 decision to set up a Work-
ing Group (WG) on Social Responsibility to 
draft a global standard on the matter. The 
big innovation in this new group compared to 
other ISO working groups, was the input of 
stakeholders like government, trade unions, 
employers’ associations and NGOs in draft-
ing the standard from the off.

I was on the UNI delegation at the first 
meeting of the ISO WG on Social Respon-
sibility in Brazil in February 2005 at which 
drafting of the standard, now known as ISO 
26000, got under way. Seven plenary meet-
ings of the Group were held between 2005 
and 2010 at which discussions on procedures 
occasionally became heated. 

The WG agreed the crucial principle that 
every part of ISO 26000 should be written by 
consensus – i.e., without sustained opposition 

– of all six categories of stakeholder: govern-
ment; trade unions; employers’ associations; 
NGOs; consumer associations; service, sup-
port, research and others. Consensus, stake-
holder identification and involvement, and a 
focus on the needs and demands of emerging 
economies are key to understanding the huge 
importance of ISO 26000 to the standardiza-
tion process in its fullest meaning. 

ISO 26000 was launched in late 2010. 
The main aims of these guidelines are: to 
provide practical guidance on social re-
sponsibility, identifying and engaging with 
stakeholders; to promote common terminol-
ogy on social responsibility consistent with 
existing documents, international treaties 
and conventions; and to broaden awareness 
of the matter. The standard applies to all 
organizations, not just companies, and is 
neither intended nor appropriate for certi-
fication purposes. 

"We support the emphasis given to au-
thoritative international instruments in ISO 
26000 as well as the recognition that it is not 
for individual organisations to unilateral-
ly define the interests of society", said ITUC 
General Secretary Sharon Burrow in Septem-
ber 2010.

ISO and social standards: 
what is the union role?

A Post Publication Organization (PPO) was 
set up in 2010, principally to advise the ISO 
on interpretation of the standard and propos-
als for revising it. PPO members also gather 
information on good and bad practices in us-
ing ISO 26000. In late 2013, the ISO will ask 
its members whether they wish to keep the 
standard as is, change or withdraw it. This is 
a systematic review the ISO does for stand-
ards three or five years after publication. 

As I mentioned above, ISO 26000 is not 
a management system standard and is not in-
tended for certification purposes. And while 
consultants very much favour having a new 
certifiable ISO standard on social respon-
sibility based on the contents of ISO 26000, 
unions are opposed to the idea because it be-
trays the most innovative aspect of the stand-
ard, which calls for labour organizations 
along with other stakeholders to oversee the 
implementation of socially responsible initia-
tives by companies.

With ISO 26000 published, the ISO 
started work on new social standards that 
may affect trade union activities in a big 
way. The most important one currently being 

ISO 26000 lays down seven principles of SR: 
Accountability; Transparency; Ethical be-
haviour; Respect for stakeholder interests; 
Respect for the rule of law; Respect for in-
ternational norms of behaviour; Respect for 
human rights. Social responsibility is defined 
as "responsibility of an organization for the 
impacts of its decisions and activities on soci-
ety and the environment, through transpar-
ent and ethical behaviour that: 

– contributes to sustainable development, 
including health and the welfare of society; 

– takes into account the expectations of 
stakeholders; 

– is in compliance with applicable law and 
consistent with international norms of be-
haviour;

– is integrated throughout the organization 
and practiced in its relationships". 

Most EU Member States have adopted ISO 
26000 as a national standard. Only Greece, 
Latvia, Luxembourg and Slovenia have not 
done so. 

Trade unions were the least well-repre-
sented stakeholders in the ISO Social Respon-
sibility WG for two reasons. First, shortage of 
funding prevented many trade unionists from 
attending the eight plenary meetings: the ISO 
could only fund attendance for a few from 
emerging economies. Second, many national 
standards bodies did not ask the unions to 
serve on the Mirror Committees that were 
to track preparation of the standard. Even so, 
trade unions did manage to get a comprehen-
sive distillation of responsible labour practic-
es consistent with ILO international labour 
standards written into ISO 26000. 

The ISO’s growing focus on 
social issues arguably makes it 
important for trade unions to be 
more involved in its activities.
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drafted is on human resource management 
(ISO Technical Committee (TC) 260, set up 
in 2011). This new standard would aim to of-
fer "broad, coordinating guidance to human 
resources practitioners" and to harmonize 

"disparate practices for the benefit of organ-
izations and their employees". ISO TC 260 

"would be responsible to develop manage-
ment system standards in the field of human 
resources management, the effect of which 
would be to promote reliable and transferable 
approaches to workforce management in de-
veloped and emerging economies". 

The proposed new ISO standard on 
human resource management is opposed by 
the ILO as treading on its toes, and by some 
national standards bodies, such as Germany 
and Japan. Some months ago the Interna-
tional Organization of Employers (IOE) de-
cided to join ISO TC 260, while trade unions 
are deeply concerned that a standard on hu-
man management might undermine labour 
rights and collective bargaining. Another im-
portant ISO social standard in the works is 
on learning services for non formal education 
and training.

The ISO’s growing focus on social issues 
arguably makes it important for trade unions 
to be more involved in its activities. It is cru-
cial for unions to oppose them if they under-
mine the ILO and international and national 
trade unions’ key role in defending labour 
rights and strengthening collective bargain-
ing. It is also crucial that national standards 
bodies, as ISO members, identify and involve 
unions in their work. Training activities and 
resourcing for union committee representa-
tives are needed to ensure full and effective 
participation by trade unions in the technical 
committees. The ISO should do more on this, 
drawing on the experience of ISO 26000.•

in particular the ILO Conventions which have the 
force of law but are not addressed directly to indi-
viduals or companies but rather to the states that 
ratify them. Hopefully, one impact will be that 
private players in states that have not ratified 
these conventions will implement the principles 
that ISO 26000 refers to, in particular freedom 
of association, the right to collective bargaining, 
abolition of child labour, and so on.

Now, the standard refers to public instruments 
that have the force of law, but names them 
differently: it talks not of fundamental rights, 
but standards of behaviour. They have been put 
under the different banner of a private standard 
for which there will be no certification process, 
meaning that there will be no enforcement. 
Implementation of the standard will be self-man-
aged. We know that doesn’t work. Because the 
standard will be implemented on an opt-in basis, 
there is a risk of companies picking and choos-
ing among ILO standards, such as by discarding 
those on trade union freedoms.

Consumer organizations were the moving 
force behind the ISO 26000 standard, and 
trade union input was relatively slight. Why 
were they so little involved?

I. S. — Lack of funds. The meetings were held 
all over the world, and that costs. Also, national 
governments failed to keep the unions informed.

I also think that corporate social responsibility 
doesn’t play very well with the trade union 
movement. The unions tried to claim ownership 
of “corporate social responsibility” when it came 
onto the European Commission’s agenda, since 
when it has been one disappointment and one 
knockback after another.

“Corporate social responsibility” was held out as 
being something in which all interests are taken 
into account, where all stakeholders have their 
say. It became clear that this was not the case, 
that the entire social aspect had been watered 
down and the existence of Directives was used as 
an excuse to avoid any discussion of anything to 
do with labour law, or health and safety at work.

Further reading

Schömann I. (2012) ISO 26000: The new face of 
corporate social responsibility?, Policy Brief 1/2012, 
Brussels, ETUI. Downloadable at www.etui.org > 
Publications > Policy Brief

Spotlight
ETUI comparative 
labour law researcher 
Isabelle Schömann 
answers three 
questions

The ISO 26000 standard is titled “social 
responsibility of organizations” whereas in 
Europe we are more used to “corporate social 
responsibility”. Why the different names?

Isabelle Schömann — There’s a lot behind it. 
Informed sources – a member of the French dele-
gation on the negotiating team – suggest that it 
comes about as the result of raised tensions and 
heavy lobbying. The employers thought the idea 
of “corporate social responsibility” stigmatised 
business and was bad for its image by branding 
companies as “black sheep”. Stopping focusing 
exclusively on businesses and bringing in the 
state as a participant in the economy was one 
way to restore that image.

The view that companies are not the only ones 
accountable to society is understandable, but 
the idea of “corporate social responsibility” 
absolutely does not absolve the State from 
responsibility, because it also applies to public 
undertakings.

More concerning is that dropping the reference 
to companies kicks into touch the basic reasons 
behind the idea for the international standard. 
It was an initiative of consumer organizations 
to try and stem the toll taken by the activities 
of – both public and private – businesses on so-
ciety at large, i.e., on workers, the environment, 
housing and so on.

What can this standard be expected to 
actually do, given that it is voluntary with no 
international “certification” or “labelling” 
process?

I. S. — It’s very hard to say, no easier than to 
assess the fall-out of the debate engaged at Euro-
pean level on “corporate social responsibility”. It’s 
the first international standard to have a much 
more political than technical focus. What it does 
is to refer directly to international instruments, 
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Interview by
Denis Grégoire
ETUI

Thoughts from the employers
Traditionally, the pace of standardization is set by the big firms, because 
standards take time, a lot of money and technical expertise to develop that 
others economic and societal players rarely have. The new EU Regulation on 
standardization changes the game by providing financial support to small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and trade unions, among others, to have a say 
in standardization. What do the employers’ organizations think about it? 
We asked European manufacturers and employers’ associations.

Adrian Harris
Image : © Orgalime

Interview in Brussels,
21 December 2012

The new EU Regulation on standardization
lets players not traditionally involved in
developing standards – especially SMEs –
play a more active role in it. What does
Orgalime feel about this development?

Adrian Harris — Any SME coming to Brus-
sels would likely be coming from Belgium. 
We don’t see SMEs coming from afar to take 
part in standardization work, which is a job 
that takes time and costs money. SMEs in our 
industry generally have a fairly small number 
of highly specialized technical staff whose 
main task is to get on with their job.

Any SMEs that get involved in stand-
ardization will only do so at national level. 
We don’t see much mileage in trying to set up 
a Brussels-based representation of SMEs as 
something meant to act for SMEs’ interests in 
what is often a very complex process.

We are not talking about the same thing 
as trade union representation, for example, 
where there is greater knowledge of the issues, 
especially safety at work, or consumer organ-
izations that have developed some knowledge 

Adrian Harris
Adrian Harris heads Orgalime, the European 
organization representing the interests of some 
130 000 mechanical, electrical & electronic, 
metalworking & metal articles manufacturers 
across Europe. 
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"Standards should be a yardstick, 
not back-door legislation."
Adrian Harris

through the testing they do. An SME could 
be your hairdresser, your skiing instructor or 
your house builder. For many SMEs, getting 
involved in standards development, especial-
ly at European level, isn’t what they do; they 
benefit from it unwittingly, unintentionally 
and often without wanting to know more.

Do you think the new rules will really make
it easier for SMEs to participate in the
standards development process? Do SMEs
have the necessary expertise?

AH — When it comes to SMEs, the basic idea 
is to say that "a law must be usable by SMEs". 
As most business undertakings are SMEs, we 
need laws that are not too complicated. That 
should translate into simplifying complicated 
conformity assessment procedures, includ-
ing through standards, making them easy to 
understand and disseminating them among 
SMEs.

The main thing is to see that the sys-
tem is a win-win; that it remains appealing 
to and makes maximum sense to businesses, 
because participation in the standardization 
process and compliance with standards is 
still a voluntary thing. Not all heads of busi-
nesses are engineers; they don’t necessarily 
understand the role of standards for their 
business. But they pay the salaries of the 
engineers who will be involved in standards 
development. More education about the role 
of standards in all areas is needed. Engaging 
with standardization makes sense for SMEs 
if it lets them get to market quickly. In our 
sectors – mechanical and electrical engineer-
ing, metalworking – there are technologically 

advanced innovative SMEs who are willing to 
engage in a big way with standardization to 
achieve that goal.

Standards should be a yardstick, not 
back-door legislation. But that is more or less 
how we see what the Commission means to 
achieve with this regulation and whatever 
future legislation might refer to European 
standards. Statute must remain the master 
rule. If that rule does not exist, we are get-
ting away from the original purpose of the 
internal market, which was harmonization. 
And at the end of the day, legislation that is so 
unclear as to give the Commission, not to say 
Member States’ inspection and enforcement 
authorities, a very free hand to decide what is 
good or bad for certain categories of users or 
certain interests in society lets a number of 
barriers to trade get re-erected.

The new regulation encourages the develop-
ment of standards that take into account
societal goals like the environmental impact
of products placed on the market. Could
these aims disadvantage EU manufacturers
relative to their rivals in third countries?

AH — Using standards to underpin health 
and safety at work legislation is now stand-
ard practice. It seems logical to extend it to 
energy, the environment and other areas be-
cause these are areas of rapid technology de-
velopment. Standards are needed to backstop 
directives in order to move forward. Extend-
ing the scope of standardization is arguably 
a good way to get stakeholders with an inter-
est directly involved in developing and using 
standards; this also unclogs the legislative 

system and preserves longer-term stability in 
the law for businesses, whether established in 
the EU or not.

Now, the legislature is looking to 
strengthen the presence of some organiza-
tions, most of which are funded by it. If you 
take an organization like Normapme which 
is 92% financed from EU funds, that is very 
much an automatic reflection of the Commis-
sion’s policy of help for SMEs.

But a political idea – that of sticking up 
for SMEs – must not become something pure-
ly bureaucratic that demands a single organi-
zation be represented at every end and turn. In 
our sectors, our members feel that Orgalime 
sticks up for SMEs’ interests much better than 
Normapme because we are more relevant on 
laws that directly affect their sector.

What could trade unions bring to improving
the quality of standards, especially in terms
of safety and health?

AH — The main thing is to keep a common-
sense approach. If there is a real safety prob-
lem, it has to be dealt with. What we are more 
wary of is when standardization work is held 
up by a sort of conservative resistance to 
change.

Standardization has to serve the inter-
ests it was designed for, without obstacles 
being thrown up that drag out the process. 
Any stakeholder with commonsense input to 
give in order to get a better standard should 
be able to do so, but there must be no political 
interference in the governance of standardi-
zation. If standardization gets more political, 
we shall end up with a system akin to the 
state standardization you used to have in the 
new member countries of the EU, which did 
not really allow you to be at the cutting-edge 
of technology.

It has to be realized that we are operat-
ing in areas that are moving on all the time. 
From this angle, standardization can be pref-
erable to legislation. Directive 2004/40/EC 
on protecting workers from the risks arising 
from electromagnetic fields is a recent exam-
ple. It aims to regulate every last detail, es-
pecially in its near-incomprehensible annex-
es. Standardization would have helped move 
things on rather than having mandarins try-
ing to fix everything in what is essentially an 

"old approach" style directive.
This directive has already been revised 

twice when it has not even been implemented 
by all Member States. It is still under discus-
sion, and complying with its requirements is 
still a nightmare. We fail to see how a garage, 
for example, that welds the odd metal part 
will be able to do an assessment of the risks 
specific to electromagnetic fields!•
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Franck Gambelli
Franck Gambelli is head of safety, working con-
ditions and environment at the Union of Met-
alworking Industrial and Trades (UIMM) which 
represents the leading French metalworking 
companies. He also chairs the “standardization” 
working group of the EU’s Advisory Committee 
on Safety and Health at Work.

Interview in Paris,
10 January 2013 

The new regulation recognizes trade unions
as key players in standardization. How do
employers view this development?

Franck Gambelli — It isn’t a new prin-
ciple; we already had it in the resolution of 
7 May 19851 and the "new Approach" direc-
tives. Why is bringing these different players 
together important to us in terms of preven-
tion? Because standards are tools for trans-
ferring know-how. When putting a standard 
together, seeing the standard, or the stand-
ardized product or service through the end 
customer’s eye is critical to how the standard 
will perform in changing the real-life situa-
tion. Trade unions speak for employees and 
end users. "Employer" is an ambiguous con-
cept. An "employer" can represent the market 

or non-market offering of products, services 
or expertise: he can be a machinery manu-
facturer, but also an institutional, academic 
or laboratory "expert", or entirely the oppo-
site, the customer sector that is the employer 
of the end recipient or user of the product or 
service. Incorporating that voice upstream in 
the standard will change the content and re-
quirements of the standard.

The SME user of machinery – but also 
standards – will expect the standard develop-
er to give it a usable product. The group that 
produces the standard must be able to take 
this view on board. It may fear it, because it is 
clearly conceivable that the end user may dif-
fer, bring up matters it does not want to hear, 
or that the SMEs’ wish for simplicity is unrea-
sonable in the expert’s view, but it is never-
theless in its clear interest to take it on board.

A structured and joined-up dialogue 
with feedback of users’ experiences and 
needs can only be welcome. For trade unions 
to bring the operators’ voice into it is part of 
the essence of the standardization process.

A big part of standardization work is done
upstream at the national level. Might not the
European Commission’s aim to bring in all
the societal stakeholders remain as pretty
much lip-service if they don’t have a bigger
presence in national standards bodies?

FG — The engineering sector has a wealth of 
experience that works pretty well, you know. 
The "new Approach" is relatively well scoped, 
especially where machinery is concerned. It is 
subject to at least political control in which the 
trade unions have a say. In France, the social 
security system, the National Institute of Re-
search and Safety (INRS) and the Ministry of 
Labour fund Eurogip, a joint body with trade 
unions and employers akin to Germany’s KAN 
(see p. 24). Also, the Ministry of Labour pro-
vides financial assistance to the trade unions 
to participate in certain areas of standardiza-
tion. Machinery may not be perfect as an area, 
but it has the merit of being visible and struc-
tured. So it is the easiest to criticize because 
we know the boundaries and limits.

There was a sort of grandiose attitude to 
standardization in the 1990s: it was said that 
the field of traditional products was all done 
and standardization had to extend to the field 
of services, and that is within the bounds of 
reason; but should it extend to the whole area 
of ethics, individual behaviour, occupations, 
and employment relations? In France, for 
instance, there have been attempts to apply 
standardization to the occupations of psy-
chologist or sales agent. Is that really a job for 
standardization? Oughtn’t that to be more a 
matter for social dialogue and bargaining?

Franck Gambelli
Image: © UIMM

1. Council Resolution 
85/C 136/01 of 7 May 
1985 on a new approach 
to technical harmonization 
and standardization.
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process happens that quite quickly forces it 
to get taken-up.

It has to be asked whether business in 
future will be any more than a set of overlaid 
standardized managerial processes certified 
by independent third parties, with a residual 
internal management whose only job will be 
to keep the auditor happy. We aren’t there yet. 
But how can you condemn excessive report-
ing and yet pile on the constraints and the 
legal requirements for scoring and external 
certification? The social dialogue will come 
out of it short-changed.

So it is important for the social partners 
and Member States to start giving thought in 
the Luxembourg Advisory Committee about 
the new balance between standardization and 
EU legislation on health and safety at work.•

We have seen standards starting to 
make inroads on the content of employment 
obligations. Is that legitimate? As a matter of 
policy, we’d say not. Standardization is not a 
means of laying employment obligations on a 
business owner.

How do companies react to this clash
between legislation and standards?

FG — They find it bothersome. Where you 
get a clear tie-up between standardization 
and regulation is more in the "new Approach" 
sphere. For standards to make incursions into 
the scope of legislation creates problems for 
business, especially in the international arena.

But there is a clash of rules between an 
EU law that may arguably be out of date and 
a prescriptive standard that may improve 
prevention. How do you reconcile that? We as 
employers stick to the principle that the law 
is obviously above the standard. A standard 
is only a private document that is not binding 
on the employer.

A standard can become binding on a 
business only in three cases: first, when the 
standard is made a statutory rule, which is 
rare; second, when the standard really re-
flects the state of the art of a trade, which is 
also very rare; and third, when the stand-
ard is part of a contract, but in that case the 
binding effect of the standard will differ ac-
cording to what the parties provide, like just 
taking part of it … The standard has no legal 
authority in and of itself. It is only as good as 
its content.

Why do you think standardization has
increased so much?

FG — Globalization is one obvious reason. 
There is also competition between standards 
bodies, among world organizations, the ISO, 
with the complex interaction between the na-
tional and world levels, as well as competition 
between national bodies, U.S. and Asian or-
ganizations.

Then there are business strategies tied 
into standardization and the certification 
bodies it spawns, i.e., the production of ref-
erence specifications that creates a market. 
Some areas of standardization have nothing 
whatever to do with civil society. Generating 
reference specifications generates a market. 
So, standardization is increasingly depart-
ing from the original aims. Government has 
often distanced itself from standards bodies 
by puling out of funding the basic state func-
tions of standardization bodies. They have to 
find means of subsisting.

Recently, the European Advisory Com-
mittee for Safety and Health at Work dis-
cussed a proposal to set up a specific techni-
cal committee on health and safety at work 
in CEN/CENELEC, i.e., strictly within the 
sphere of the social directives. We were dead 
set against it. The idea was to feed types of 
good practices into the European standards 
system. It is not the job of standardization to 
transfer good national employment practic-
es or to export by-products like certification. 
Each country has its specific social/employ-
ment context even if the directives set a min-
imum EU-wide basis.

So, standardization generates its own
market with certification businesses that are
very active in it. Mightn’t this trend create
significant costs for employers?

FG — Businesses want frameworks for man-
agerial processes. There is a real need. Now, 
managerial frameworks can be developed 
endlessly. Who today can have a complete 
grasp of the output of standards in this 
sphere of managerial activity that generates 
a sphere of auditing activity?

Take ISO 26000 (see article p. 28), for 
example, which covers virtually the entire 
activity of organizations. Not just businesses, 
organizations! It is a non-certifiable bench-
mark instrument, which obviously now gets 
certified here or there. It is clear to see that 
when a standard emerges in this area, a 

"Will tomorrow’s firms 
be more than just 
overlaid standardized 
managerial processes?"
Franck Gambelli
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Dutch FNV union 
makes employers pay up 
for work-related diseases

Workers with an occupational disease have almost no chance of enforcing 
their rights. Dutch trade union confederation FNV’s Beroepsziekten Bureau 
helps members to prove employer liability and get compensation under 
the "polluter pays" principle.

Marian Schaapman 
and Rinus van der 
Brug fight hard to 
get compensation for 
workers made ill by 
their work. An initiative 
launched in 2000 by the 
Dutch trade union FNV.
Image : © Merel Maissan

Pien Heuts
Journalist
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establish (multi causality). How can an indi-
vidual worker prove that work pressure rath-
er than factors in their private life is what 
caused the burn-out? Or that exposure to 
toxic substances is what damaged their brain 
cells? Not to mention the costs of going to law. 

"In our civilized country, an ordinary worker 
affected by an occupational disease has al-
most no chance of asserting their rights", rag-
es Marian Schaapman.

70% of cases won

Since 2000, the members of a few big branch 
federations affiliated to FNV have not been 
left to fend for themselves. The BBZ does its 
best to get recognition of their occupational 
disease and negotiate compensation. The ex-
tensive expertise developed in occupational 
disease matters makes the BBZ a big player 
in promoting prevention and securing recog-
nition of "new" diseases. By systematically go-
ing to bat for members, BBZ also keeps up the 
pressure on employers to implement safe work 
systems. The Bureau’s regular use of advertis-
ing also helps – firms and public bodies do not 
enjoy being named and shamed.

An accountant was recently awarded 
370 000 euros compensation for burn-out. 
He had been working 60- to 80-hour weeks 
for close to 25 years, and by the age of 52 was 
washed out and sick from working. It took the 
FNV’s Beroepsziekten Bureau (Occupational 
Diseases Bureau) nearly eleven years going 
through the courts to get the employer’s in-
surer to pay compensation. The highest court 
in the Netherlands ruled that an employer 
cannot just dump all the risks of unrelenting 
work pressure onto workers.

Beroepsziekten Bureau Director Mar-
ian Schaapman sees it as a landmark rul-
ing. "The court found that an employer has 
to protect his employees and use preventive 
practices even where workers do not own 
up to suffering badly from pressure of work. 
The case may have dragged on, but it has set 
a precedent. After years in the courts, our 
client finally got compensated for the harm 
done. The worst thing is that people suffer-
ing an occupational disease have not only lost 
their health, but also find themselves in dire 
financial straits".

This is one of the main reasons why a 
number of FNV affiliated unions set up the 
Beroepsziekten Bureau (BBZ) in 2000. An 
estimated 40 000 to 50 000 people fall sick 
due to their work each year in the Nether-
lands. Another 3 000-odd die each year from 
an occupational disease, i.e., a disease caused 
either by the work itself or by the working 
conditions. The radical roll-back of the work 
incapacity system in recent decades has left 
many occupational disease sufferers scraping 
by on paltry public assistance. But there is a 
body of tort law which gives workers the right 
to claim compensation for harm from an em-
ployer who has not taken the necessary steps 
to provide them with a healthy workplace.

However, the right is so complex that 
few sick workers assert it. In the case of a work 
accident, the harm to health as a direct result 
of the accident can readily be seen. Where 
an occupational disease is concerned, how-
ever, the causal link is often much harder to 

"Insurers now know  
we won’t give up and 
it’s no use stalling."
Marian Schaapman, BBZ

– higher than in the years before – probably as 
a result of some big cases coming to an end af-
ter long drawn-out proceedings. Compensation 
awards vary from a few thousand to several 
hundred thousand euros, the biggest being 
650 000 euros.

The average time to settlement of an occupa-
tional disease case is 4.2 years. Out-of-court 
settlements take an average of 3.7 years. If it 
has to go court, the average rises to 5.3 years. 
The quickest settlement achieved was in 7 
months; the longest took 12 years.

The results
Since being set up in 2000, the BBZ has dealt 
with 5 171 applications. After rigorous pre-selec-
tion, a claim for damages was made in 17% of 
cases (837). Of these 54% were won (315 set-
tled out of court, 134 court awards), 27% lost 
(228), and 19% of cases (160) are still ongoing. 
Impressively, BBZ secures a favourable outcome 
in 80% of the cases taken to court.

The average value of compensation awards in 
the past three years has been 50 000 euros 
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"I can’t even manage 
shopping on my own 
any more"
Danny Veerman, age 43

Danny Veerman occasionally comes home 
without his shopping. He’s left it behind in 
the supermarket. His wife, Therese, sometimes 
finds dirty chopping boards carefully stacked 
away in the kitchen cupboards. He always takes 
the same route to walk the dogs, otherwise he 
gets lost. Danny says, “It’s not right, this illness, 
however you look at it”. Thérèse says, “He’s not 
the same man any more”.

Danny Veerman started work as a painter on 
his sixteenth birthday. The building firm that 
set him on was a contractor for new office and 
business buildings. He worked on construction 
sites and in the company’s warehouses, working 
with huge paint vats in which templates, planks 
and floor elements were dipped. The warehous-
es had no ventilation, and gas heaters were 
sometimes used to speed up drying.     

It was not long before he started getting head-
aches, light-headedness, fatigue, memory loss, 
and muscle pains. “It’s not rocket science”, he 
says, “I was breathing in solvents all day – thin-
ner, xylene, red lead oxide, petroleum benzene, 
paint, lacquer, etc.” Although in increasing pain, 
he kept on working. “I’m not a weakling. I was 
used to hard work. In my free time, I’d do 150 
km bike rides, go-karting, play football and do 
ice skating”.

At the age of 36 he was finally diagnosed with 
organic syndrome – “painter’s disease” – where 

years of exposure to organic solvents cause ir-
reparable damage to the central nervous system. 
Thérèse says, “It hit us hard to hear that Danny 
would never be the same and we fell into debt. 
Work disability benefit isn’t enough to pay off a 
mortgage and feed a family”. Danny says, “The 
Beroepsziekten Bureau had to fight for five years 
to get compensation. Since 2010, we’ve been able 
to breathe again. The worst thing for me is that I 
can never work again. People look at me askance. 
Painter’s disease doesn’t show. They think I’m just 
idling around at home when I can’t even manage 
shopping on my own any more”.

Danny Veerman
Image: © Merel Maissan
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"The annual lung 
X-ray is always a 
stressful time"
Govert van der Kemp, age 70

Electrical fitter Govert van der Kemp repeatedly 
sounded the alarm back in the 1980s – but to 
no avail. In 2004, he was diagnosed with as-
bestosis. The mucous membranes of both lungs 
are partially calcified. The asbestos fibres are 
continuing to slowly damage his lung tissues. He 
is increasingly short of breath.

Van der Kemp worked as a maintenance engi-
neer at the Dikema Chabot foundry, now Arce-
lorMittal Staalhandel BV, for forty years. It was 
during the construction of a new office building 
in 1969 that he noticed a grey substance being 
sprayed onto the steel frame structure. “When 
we went into the crawl spaces between the 
ceilings to lay the cables, we came out covered 
with the white dust that was there. At the time, 
we didn’t know what was going on”.     

When the risks of asbestos became better known 
in the 1980s, and after it was banned in the 
1990s, Van der Kemp began asking questions, 
only to be told by the boss of the company that 
there were no problems. But the union member 
was able to read in the occupational health ser-
vice reports that technical staff were running the 
risk of disease. “The company thought clean-up 
was too costly, so it only got done in 2000”.

Too late for Govert van der Kemp. Asbestos is a si-
lent killer: a single fibre can be fatal thirty years af-
ter. The first symptoms appeared in 1994: a cough, 
pain, shortness of breath. He was diagnosed 
with asbestosis just before retirement. Helped by 
the Beroepsziekten Bureau, he filed a complaint 
against Arcelor. As it soon became clear that his 
illness was due to his work, he won compensation.

“I would rather have kept my health”, says Van 
der Kemp. “I was gutted to have to pack in my 
job as football coach for the youth team this 
year. I can’t do it now – I go through some really 
difficult times. And I’m congested to the point 
where I nearly choke on my phlegm. The annual 
lung X-ray is always a stressful time”.

Govert van der Kemp
Image: © Merel Maissan
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"They just dropped 
me after 25 years"
Els Cremers, age 60

Els Cremers spent ten years in the courts to get 
compensated for her occupational disease. Each 
time the court found for her, and every time the 
other side appealed – “even though the harm 
was obviously due to my work”, she says.

Compensation was not the main thing for her, 
she would much rather have kept working. What 
Els Cremers can’t stomach is that her employer 
was unwilling to look for a suitable alternative 
job. “They just dropped me after 25 years. I was 
given an honourable discharge”. 

Els Cremers worked for years on the financial 
staff of the U.S. Army’s Schinnen base in Lim-
burg (southern Netherlands). As a Dutch Minis-
try of Defence employee, she kept the accounts 
and processed demands, attended to the 
utility supplies and kept account of the energy 
consumption of the U.S. soldiers. “I worked as 
I wanted, but the atmosphere was to keep at it 
without complaining”, she says. “Work pressure 
was high: correspondence had to be dealt with 
inside of 48 hours. As it was just me, I couldn’t 
share my workload”.    

It was only after years of service in 2000 that 
she noticed the first symptoms– neck, shoulder 
and elbow pain. The occupational doctor 
concluded that her office was unsuitable 
and that she was working too long on the 
computer every day. She also had heavy boxes 
of files to lift. After a period of sick leave, she 
assumed that her workplace would be adapted 
and she would be eased back into work. Not 
a chance. “When I went back to work, I found 
a huge pile of correspondence. Nothing had 
changed”.     

Her health finally gave way in 2001 when she 
was diagnosed with Repetitive Strain Injury (RSI) 
– a generic term that covers pain in the neck, 
shoulders, elbows, wrists and hands generated 
by chronic overwork. The amount of computer 
work meant that the symptoms simply worsened. 
Work had become impossible. The Beroepsziekten 
Bureau claimed against the employer.

Since then, Els Cremers has learned to live with 
her pain. Her many job applications have had no 
result. “Who wants to hire someone with a work 
disability?”.

Els Cremers
Image: © Merel Maissan
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which to sue. We win in about 70% of cases 
– either through a settlement or court judge-
ment" (see box p. 36). The BBZ always tries 
negotiation first. "If that doesn’t work out, we 
won’t hesitate to go to court. When we take 
up a case, we don’t give up easily. That’s why 
some cases drag on. Insurers now know we 
won’t give up and it’s no use stalling".

David v Goliath

Rinus van der Brug is well-versed in the 
system. Endless discussions with the other 
side’s insurer are the BBZ personal injury 
settlement manager’s daily fare. It’s a David 
v Goliath battle. "Insurers will do anything to 
wriggle out of paying compensation, includ-
ing digging their heels in and trying to drag 
things out. Clients wanting to press their 
rights have to be very sure of themselves and 
thick-skinned". Van der Brug cites the exam-
ple of three women workers who have been 
bogged down for almost fifteen years in a 
fight against their former employer. 

Their nervous system had been slowly 
poisoned by endotoxins released by the grass 
seed plant they worked in. Knowing that the 
air extraction system was not working, the 
factory boss still let his staff work in a space 
where endotoxin levels were 5000 times above 
the permitted level. As a result, their lives 
have been turned upside down – they suffer 
impaired concentration and memory, chronic 
fatigue and sensory disorders. The BBZ law-
yer won the case in the Supreme Court (Hoge 
Raad), but the legal battle on the amount of 
compensation has dragged on for two years. 

"These women are at the end of their financial 
tethers; they are ill and going through another 
painful ordeal. We help them and give them a 
face", says Rinus van der Brug.

The BBZ is not unhappy with the re-
sults. "The tally is positive", says Marian 
Schaapman. The reason is that it is based on 
a wealth of information. "In recent years, we 
have built up an extensive knowledge base 
on occupational diseases, enabling us to play 
into the guidelines on the 'new' occupational 
diseases like burnout and repetitive strain in-
juries (RSIs). We are also, for example, trying 
to establish a link between night work and 
breast cancer, and to demonstrate the risks 
from radiation and nanoparticles".

The BBZ emphasizes the need for pre-
vention and an appropriate approach by 
employers and occupational doctors. "Our 
case files document the exact timeline from 
the first symptoms until the worker’s health 
gives way. And what do we find? That the 
company doctor or family doctor rarely con-
nects up working conditions and the health 

The BBZ has come up with a winning 
formula in an area shunned by insurance 
companies. Understandably so, says its di-
rector, because occupational disease-relat-
ed personal injury cases are complicated, 
long drawn-out and so costly, and of uncer-
tain outcome. Marian Schaapman puts it 
mainly down to the case groundwork. "We 
choose cases carefully", she says. Union 
members have their case taken up. Occu-
pational health experts determine the cli-
ent’s working conditions and check to see 
whether or not the employer has breached 
his statutory duty of care. If he clearly has, 
the medical advisor investigates wheth-
er the disease was caused by work and not 
other – specifically personal – factors. Only 
when all these steps are completed does the 
multidisciplinary team decide whether the 
employer might be liable. The "claims de-
partment" then engages negotiations with 
the other side.

"Our strength lies in the care we take 
putting cases together", argues Marian 
Schaapman. "It is much easier to negotiate 
from a well-documented case than just fling-
ing out accusations of liability. But if the oth-
er side won’t settle, it gives us a solid base on 

complaints. There are few checks and little 
feedback". Schaapman know that early inter-
vention, such as in the case of RSIs, can avert 
permanent work disability. "The knowledge 
and data we have should be used to develop a 
tailored prevention programme. Each work-
er is different. A prevention programme can 
work for one worker but not for another. The 
ideal thing would be to keep following up on 
all clients partially or completely incapacitat-
ed by an occupational disease".

One aim in setting up the BBZ was to 
get a decent compensation system going for 
work accidents and occupational diseas-
es, thus making itself redundant. But that 
is a long way off. The BBZ is lobbying for a 
schedule of recognized occupational diseases 
which would automatically qualify for com-
pensation once exposure and breach of the 
duty of care for workers’ health have been es-
tablished. This would do away with the need 
to fight over each individual case and more 
workers would get compensated. But the cur-
rent procedure would have to keep going for 
non-schedule diseases. Says Schaapman: "I 
favour the 'polluter pays' principle. Employ-
ers who neglect their duty to look after their 
employees’ health must be answerable for the 
resulting problems. Employers plainly and 
simply have to show the exercise of care".•

"We help them and  
give them a face."
Rinus van der Brug, BBZ

The top ten 
occupational diseases
1.  Musculoskeletal and postural system  

disorders
2. Hearing disorders
3. Mental health problems
4. Skin disorders
5. Respiratory tract disorders
6. Cardiovascular disease
7. Nervous system diseases
8. Digestive diseases
9. Eye disorders
10. Others
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Kitchen wars:
Quebec unions overhaul organization 
to improve work ambiance
Preventing mental health problems is a health and safety at work priority 
for Quebec's Confédération des syndicats nationaux (Confederation of National 
Trade Unions). The Confederation is bringing support to workplace unions 
through an approach for improving employees’ work environment and well-being. 
Through it, one set of union members and their employer have found ways of 
resolving entrenched strife in a residential care home.

Pascale Guéricolas
Journalist

Companies are seldom 
kitted out for dealing 
with workplace 
conflicts. Quebec 
unions, employers and 
workers are cooking up 
a recipe for confidence.
Image : © ImageGlobe
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Just recently, a member of staff slipped un-
noticed out of the kitchen at the Maskinongé 
residential care home halfway between Que-
bec and Montreal. Unobserved, she smeared 
some of her colleagues’ car door handles 
with sticky peanut butter. Payback time for 
the shaving cream cake served up a few days 
earlier by some of the cooks! That’s the kind 
of playground prank that the kitchen staff 
now enjoys, but would have been unthinka-
ble just a year ago in a workplace riven by 
interpersonal strife and a "hell’s kitchen" at-
mosphere.

So soured had the mood grown of late 
as to prompt a stream of departures from 
staff who felt they could no longer carry on 
in a food service where working against rath-
er than with colleagues was practically the 
norm. The thirty-odd kitchen staff were con-
stantly at loggerheads over petty niggles like 
dishes lying around on worktops, or late-run-
ning preparation. Workplace accidents also 
increased, especially around the dishwashing 
station where lifting and scrubbing heavy 
pots and pans were gruelling jobs that always 
fell to the same people. The word on the care 
home grapevine was that the kitchen was an 
unpleasant environment, and the list of pro-
spective replacements melted away like snow 
in the sun.

Fed up with the constant faction wars, 
Diane Rivard also quit the care home kitch-
en after twelve years for a sideways move to 
a different department. Some time after, she 
became aware that the constant conflict was 
making her former colleagues ill and could 
even degenerate into bullying. So, the union 
health and safety rep sought advice from her 
confederation in the form of CSN labour re-
lations adviser Natacha Laprise who called in 
the CSN labour relations department’s health, 
safety, and environment unit. What Diane Ri-
vard wanted was outside help for the parties 
concerned to find ways of addressing the un-
healthy climate. "Six staff had left in two years, 
and the employers’ interventions were getting 
nowhere. We had to try something else", says 
the rep whose heart is in the kitchen.

A suggestion box

Réal Roussy, head of the care home’s food, 
hygiene, sanitation and laundry depart-
ment, signed up early to the union initiative 
simply because he had run out of other ide-
as. Appointed in 2007, this seasoned man-
ager had never seen a kitchen in such disar-
ray. All his urging of the need for teamwork, 
the importance of respect between col-
leagues, and attempts to soothe ruffled 
feathers through one-to-one meetings were 
to no avail and the climate went steadily 
downhill. "We could have got an industrial 
psychologist in to do an analysis, but work-
ing with the union was much cheaper", says 
the fifty-something. It also enabled a more 
participatory approach.

Before agreeing to try a work environ-
ment approach, CSN expert Natacha Laprise 
made sure of the employer’s real willingness 
to engage a process of stemming the prob-
lems identified at the source. There was no 
point in just uncovering the work organiza-
tion issues unless everyone was willing to 
cooperate in finding and adopting new ways 
of working. With this prerequisite accept-
ed, the adviser suggested setting up a joint 
steering committee of union members and 
the employer to define the structure of the 
intervention, and discuss the anticipated 
difficulties and challenges of the process. Its 
main recommendation was to set up a work-
ing group on the work climate, specifying 
the size of its membership and the frequency 
of meetings.

Before the group was set up, Natacha 
Laprise met all the kitchen staff in autumn 
2010. One by one they first told her what they 
thought was wrong and how they thought it 
could be put right. "Some didn’t think it would 
work because it had been riven by conflicts 
for so long", recalls the adviser. "I explained 
that we would be looking at the whole work 
organization, and especially making sure that 
the measures taken were applied throughout 
the process". From the interviews, a diagnos-
tic report was written and submitted to the 

whole staff, then validated. A kitchen sug-
gestion box was also introduced for staff to 
suggest changes to meal and tray preparation 
or for rearranging work areas to improve the 
work atmosphere.

"At our first meetings, you would find at 
least thirty slips of paper when the box was 
opened", recounts Joey Mackinnon, an assis-
tant cook and working group member. "We 
started off settling little things, like the plac-
ing of equipment, time spent on particular 
stages of production, including leaving a dai-
ly prep sheet to the night shift". A daily prep 
sheet in their terms means portioning the 
food to be distributed to residents. This en-
tails placing purees, yoghurts and fruit juices 
on the service trays twice a day1. Analyzing 
the organization of the kitchen, the working 
group realized that this repetitive task could 
be better balanced. The employer helped by 
extending the kitchen to free up more space 
in the room to improve circulation and reor-
ganizing work around the dishwashing se-
quence. And most importantly, an additional 
big sink was fitted to ease the job of soaking 
heavy pans.

Through the meetings and discussions, 
the working group also came to realize the 
strategic importance of washing the cook-
ing vats. "This was something singled out by 
several people in my one-to-ones with staff 
members", says the CSN adviser. An ergon-
omist’s recommendations also helped to im-
prove equipment use. Handy workarounds 
were also adopted. "Cooks now cover the 
bottom of baking dishes with plastic wrap 
to prevent mincemeat sticking to them, for 
instance", says Diane Rivard. And most im-
portantly, the employees took on board that 
everyone was responsible for cleaning pots 
and pans, not just one or two people. The dai-
ly work roster now requires everyone taking 
a turn at the sink so that some employees do 
not spend hour after hour scouring, which 
caused work accidents".

Getting to this middle ground meant 
the working group members having to com-
pletely rethink work plans, i.e., the list of 
daily tasks each employee had to do. "Up to 
then, work plans were fairly vague, so some 
thought they did much more work than 
others. Once they had done their jobs, they 
didn’t give their colleagues a hand", says Di-
ane Rivard. Now, everyone’s work plan ex-
pressly states that they have to lend a hand 
to other team members when they have fin-
ished their own list of jobs.

It’s good to talk

Training provided by union adviser Natasha 
Laprise also helped staff overcome the diffi-
culties of talking to one another. "We had to 
draw a picture of a sailboat as described by 
a person who was looking at a model of one", 

More specific task organization 
has also helped reduce tensions 
and the role of the many  
"sub-bosses".
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recalls assistant cook Joey Mackinnon. "It 
was pretty hard. It made me realize how pre-
cise you have to be when asking someone to 
do this or that". The day-long communication 
course also taught the union members the 
value of different ways of talking to people. 
Asking someone to do something rather than 
telling them to, or showing respect to the oth-
er person often gets things done better. This 
is basic advice, but can make all the differ-
ence when tempers flare in the kitchen.

More specific task organization has also 
helped to reduce tensions and the role of the 
many "underbosses". From being involved in 
the working group, in-charge meal service 
employee Mireille Dubreuil singles out new 
practices that were adopted. "If you see some-
one is not where they should be in the kitch-
en, you can suggest they go check on their 
work plan which is posted up at the entrance, 
rather than order them about. This can hap-
pen with replacements, for example, who are 
unfamiliar with the kitchen work", she says. 
Another upside to the exercise was to bring 

home to some employees the consequences 
of their actions on the rest of the team. "I re-
member one very quick worker upsetting the 
others around her because they couldn’t keep 
up with her. This inevitably led to unrest and 
conflict", recalls union adviser Natasha La-
prise. "This person gradually came to realize 
that her different work pace was throwing all 
the work organization out of kilter".

The head of food services drew a se-
ries of conclusions from this rethink. He first 
took care to pass on the topics discussed in 
the working group after each meeting so that 
all affected employees knew what had been 
discussed, as a way of allaying the general 
distrust. Based on the various interventions, 
Réal Roussy also changed his interpersonal 
conflict management. "Now, when two work-
ers are at odds, I call them both in and listen 
to what they have to say", explains the man-
ager. "Then I ask them to work together in a 
respectful manner to work it out together". 

He believes the new tack embarked on 
two years ago is starting to pay off. In the past 
several months, the mood in the kitchen has 
changed. People are smiling more, and more 
helpful to one another. One sign that the mes-
sage is spreading among other care home ser-
vices is that replacements who once shunned 
the kitchen service are again applying to fill 
in on meal preparation duties. "The mood has 
lightened", confirms in-charge meal service 
staffer Guylaine Dupuis. "People play more 
pranks on one another; there’s a lot more 
laughing and joking than before. Anyone who 
starts complaining about something gets ad-
vised to talk to the working group about it or 
drop a note in the suggestion box".

The union-initiated approach to get 
the employer and thirty-odd staff involved 
has not ironed out all the problems, howev-
er. Some employees will never get on, and the 

often gruelling kitchen working conditions 
can add to the general grouchiness. "When 
it’s over 30 degrees in summer in the kitch-
en, with very high humidity, it can be tough", 
says Guylaine Dupuis. "As the room can’t 
be air-conditioned, the employer is looking 
into a ventilation system that would extract 
moisture via the roof". Gradually, the process 
has established the conditions for productive 
collaboration with the employer which gives 
staff the confidence that problems will be put 
right, even if not straight away. For his part, 
manager Réal Roussy knows he has to sup-
port his staff more closely, especially when 
kitchen workers have to adopt new ways of 
working. That will be happening soon, as 
meal times will change slightly to better fit 
the elderly residents’ needs.•

1. The kitchen supplies 
150 breakfasts, 
350 lunches and 
300 dinners daily.

the care home kitchen. “I see it as a real 
breakthrough”, he says, “because there is 
abundant research to show that people who 
lack freedom to make decisions over their 
workload often suffer health problems. The 
risk of cardiovascular disease, backache and 
mental health problems increases”.

That is why the researcher is working with union 
adviser Natacha Laprise to promote the partic-
ipatory method developed for the care home 
to other organizations and firms. Michel Vézina 
sees the experiment as a very worthwhile answer 
to the resistance to change that employers claim 
to meet when trying to change work organiza-
tion. “It shows that demonstrating transparency 
in action and getting the work community 
involved yields much better results than sticking 
to individual approaches”, says the expert.    

For her part, Natacha Laprise is hoping to be 
able to put this highly successfully intervention 
to practical use again. It was very clear to her 
from the outset that the approach could deliver 
a positive message – that you can take action to 
improve the working environment and employee 
well-being. Realistically, however, she knows 
that prevention messages can be difficult to get 
across. “We get more calls to put out fires than 
to stop them starting”, she says.

* “Management right” in Quebec defines what 
employers can or cannot do to manage their 
employees. It cannot be exercised in order to harm 
employees and must comply with prevailing laws 
and standards. The more common concept in 
Europe is the “right of control”.

An experiment that 
could have spin-offs
The different actions carried out jointly by the 
union and the Maskinongé care home owner 
could easily be exported to another workplace. 
This kind of collaboration is not common, 
because work organization is the employer’s 
responsibility in Quebec. In other words, the 
employer’s management right falls outside 
collective agreements unlike practice elsewhere 
such as in the Scandinavian countries*.

Even so, Michel Vézina, a consultant in 
occupational medicine at the Quebec Na-
tional Institute of Public Health, argues that 
employers would do well to take a cue from 
the experiment run in the past two years in 

The often gruelling 
kitchen working 
conditions can 
add to the general 
grouchiness.
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Westernizing the workforce. 
But at what cost to the workers?
An estimated three million employees work in 
700 000-odd call centres in India. They are 
a highly-qualified, young, low-cost workforce 
serving western customers round-the-clock.

They are mainly recruited through huge 
billboards on local college campuses blazon-
ing images of young, westernized self-start-
ers, well-paid and enjoying a laid-back Cali-
fornia-style work environment. What these 
future call centre agents don’t yet know is 
that call handling is hard and wearing work, 
and the jobs more insecure than they might 
seem...

Step 1: selection, and straight into 
the obstacle course ... Western-style dress 
required; English language skills tested for 
voice, accent and phrasing; above all, must be 
willing to shed their "local", "Indian" accent.

Step 2: "Western customer" relation-
ship training. The young recruits get training 
designed to turn them into Western clones in 
every respect: appearance, dress, identities, 
ways of thinking and behaving are all mould-
ed to be accepted as local by customers locat-
ed in North America, the United Kingdom or 
Australia. At the same time, training meth-
ods inculcate a perception of Indian culture 
and society as backward and outdated.

The young trainees are taught how to 
dodge customers’ questions about their lo-
cation. They have to create a fictional family 
for themselves in Illinois or somewhere with 
parents, grandparents, aunts, etc. They have 
to keep up with the local news and weather 
of wherever their potential customers live. 
They have to give false names and hide their 
nationality. They have to use their fictitious 
names in all exchanges with work colleagues.

They have to permanently disown Indi-
an culture – defined as based on authoritar-
ianism, religiosity and traditionalism – and 
embrace Western culture, based on individ-
ualism, materialism and personal fulfilment. 
"What happens when you need to be yourself 
and like someone else at the same time?" won-
ders author Kiran Mirchandani, a researcher 
at the University of Toronto.

Step 3: working conditions. Call agents 
work mostly shifts and nights, which disrupts 
their social and family life. They are bound 
by tight working hours, call duration and rest 
break requirements and the need to preserve 
quality customer relations. The author actu-
ally likens workers’ treatment as regards time 
management to that of schoolchildren, as if 
call agents were undisciplined pupils needing 
constant supervision.

The technical set-up (networking of 
phones and computers, automatic switching 
to the first free workstation, software, etc.) is 
essentially designed for company profitabili-
ty and logging employee activity: measuring 
the length and content of calls; pace-setting 
by autodial and the display of screenfulls of 
information. Customer service agents have 
no autonomy – bound by time pressure and 
low task discretion, they have no influence 
over work arrangements (times, task sched-
uling, preset conversation scripts, informa-
tion overload, etc.).

There are any number of customer 
service quality control systems. Call centres 
are set up for dual listening and hence dual 
control: conversations can be listened-in on 
by the supervisor and a representative of the 
customer firm. This lets supervisors monitor 

target achievement, call length, script com-
pliance and appropriate language use, while 
the customer firm can see how the contract 
is being delivered. Targets are permanently 
displayed, creating inter-team competition, 
and showing each worker’s performance 
in real-time. Who will be "employee of the 
month"? Who will reap the cash bonuses 
or purchase vouchers? Workers who fail to 
match up to these prescriptive quality stand-
ards do not last long.

The stress-related mental and physi-
cal disorders induced by organizational fac-
tors are compounded by the varied range 
of customer harassment: bullying, sexual 
harassment, outright racism and charges 
of "stealing jobs" from Western countries. 
These abuses do not necessarily leave Indian 
workers unscathed. But they hold their peace 
if they want to keep their job.

This totally skewed power differential 
can drive these young professionals and grad-
uates into burnout and even suicide. The sui-
cide rate in the city of Bangalore has risen by 
40% in a decade, earning this Indian Silicon 
Valley the sobriquet of "suicide city".

— Marianne De Troyer

Phone Clones: 
Authenticity Work in 
the Transnational 
Service Economy
by Kiran Mirchandani, 
Cornell University Press,  
ILR Press, 2012, 167 p.
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Cleaning up 
the organization’s act
Violence does not have to be deliberately vi-
cious to be harmful. It does not have to be a 
visible, "exceptional" flare-up to cause ill-be-
ing and pain. Sociologist Gilles Herreros 
makes his case not with illustrations of overt 
bullying and physical violence, very often 
deprecated at little cost by the community, to 
take a closer look at the banal violence found 
in present-day organizations. 

The author has chosen nine personal 
stories, experiences or testimonies from thir-
ty years of casework in organizations, which 
portray violence – and what it does to those 
who suffer it – as well as its run-of-the-mill, 
offhand, commonplace nature. The story of 
Florence, publicly abused by her supervisor 
echoes that of the neighbour’s son. And that 
of Joëlle, a secretary in a university, a dedi-
cated but not "strategic" employee, brooks 
comparison with that of old Gerard, who, de-
spite a creditable career never received any of 
the promotions handed out to his colleagues 
over the years.

The reader is subtly but riskily hooked. 
Subtly, because this description of banal vi-
olence through personal stories taken from 
a wide range of workplaces cannot but breed 
comparisons – "seen that", "been there" – 
prompting the curious – or ordinary victim 
of ordinary violence – to follow the author 
Pied Piper-like. Riskily, because we find the 

ordinary dull and anesthetising. Those who 
see the banal situations portrayed as nor-
mal or inevitable are unlikely to read much 
further into it. So risky in short, because 
these "ordinary" tales could well end up just 
preaching to the choir.

It would be a shame if they did, because 
the interest of this book lies less in the de-
scription of the many faces of ordinary vio-
lence at work than in analysing why violence 
happens – turning a blind eye, not speaking 
up, not caring, not questioning or criticising, 
etc. – and the makings of what to do about it. 
As the book’s subtitle indicates, the author ar-
gues for organizations to become thoughtful, 
i.e., to return to basic healthy self-criticism. 
It is about reclaiming and redistributing a 
voice, daring to break the straitjacket of the 
pretentious consensus imposed by decades of 
prolix managerial excess.

Somewhat ingenuous as this might seem 
to those who remember the world of work as a 
noisome bedlam, in many present-day organ-
izations, the yoke of silence is such as to make 
this a near subversive proposition. Neverthe-
less, rehabilitating this debate that goes to the 
very heart of work in this way is arguably one 
essential remedy for the ill-being that is ossi-
fying organizations where, as the author ap-
positely points out, "what is hard to say does 
not gain from being permanently silenced". 

La violence ordinaire 
dans les organisations. 
Plaidoyer pour des 
organisations réflexives
by Gilles Herreros,  
Paris, éditions Érès,  
coll. Sociologie clinique, 
2012, 199 p. 

This book is a call to breathe new "dis-
quiet" into organizations. Given the human 
toll taken by organizations that seem to 
have rid themselves of all humanity, it is a 
call that must be answered by reclaiming 
the confiscated voice, reinstating the debate, 
daring to speak out against "the act that 
causes suffering". 

— Fabienne Scandella
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