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Executive Summary  
 
 
The manufacture and use of chemicals in the workplace takes a heavy toll on 
workers. Indeed, one out of every three occupational diseases recognised annually 
in Europe can be ascribed to exposure to hazardous chemicals. The European 
Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) is convinced that REACH is clearly an 
opportunity to reduce the number of chemical-related occupational diseases and 
the associated costs for both industry and society.  
 
In the impact study commissioned by trade unions to the University of Sheffield on 
the REACH benefits for workers, it is shown that REACH would help avoid 50,000 
cases of occupational respiratory diseases and 40,000 cases of occupational skin 
diseases from exposure to dangerous chemicals in Europe each year. That would 
add up to total average savings of 3.5 billion euros over 10 years for the EU-25. 
The savings would boost social security coffers through reduced sickness benefit 
payments, while workers will enjoy health-related quality of life gains, and 
employers in all sectors will avoid productivity losses from sickness absenteeism. 
 
In addition to a good implementation of REACH regulation throughout the supply 
chain, one of the main conditions to ensure those potential benefits is that REACH 
delivers real synergies with existing Community directives that are meant to protect 
workers who are exposed to chemicals.  
 
To achieve those synergies ETUC proposes that the guidelines (currently under 
construction) to perform the Chemical Safety Assessment required under REACH 
should clearly promote the hierarchy of risk management measures defined in the 
Chemical Agents Directive and the Carcinogens Directive (eg, elimination or 
substitution before control measures).  
 
Since REACH shall apply without prejudice to the Worker Protection Legislation., it 
is also a necessity to clarify the relationship between the DNELs in REACH and the 
existing OELs at EU and national level. 
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Moreover, as the Carcinogens Directive is under revision and social partners are 
currently discussing how to set OELs for carcinogens1, it is important in order to 
have a good coherency between the two pieces of legislation, that those 
discussions are taken into account in the REACH guidelines on the derivation of 
DNEL/DMEL for carcinogens and mutagens. 
 
Workers and their representatives will have an important role to play in that respect. 
 

                                                 
1
  DG Employment and the EU Advisory Committee for Safety and Health have organised a workshop on setting 

OELs for carcinogens in October 2006 (Presentations available at 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/health_safety/docs/summary_workshop.pdf) The final report of that workshop should 
be uploaded soon on DG EMPL web site 

http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/health_safety/docs/summary_workshop.pdf
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� ETUC in brief

� Chemicals & Occupational diseases in EU

� REACH and the OSH legislation

� REACH benefits for workers

� ETUC proposals for synergies between 
REACH and OSH legislation 

� Role of unions in the REACH system

Overview:
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�81 member organisations

�36 European countries

�12 industry federations

�60 million workers

European Trade Union Confederation:

ETUC is the European social partner representing 
workers 

The Treaty of Maastricht (1992) guarantees this formal 
status 

Together with the employers, it is involved in consultation 
in areas such as employment, social affairs, 
macroeconomic, industrial and regional policy.
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Chemicals and Occupational 

diseases/fatalities in Europe 

�18 % of workers in EU-25 declare to handle hazardous 

substances and 20,5 % to breath in toxic vapours (Dublin 

Foundation, 2006)�

�In 2001, more than 26 000 deaths of EU-15 workers due to 
exposure to hazardous chemicals (ILO, 2005)

�One out of every three occupational diseases recognised 

each year in EU-15 are related to exposure to chemicals (based 

on Eurostat data, 2004)
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Recognised Occupational diseases in 
Europe in 2001

Infections

1%

Cancers

5%

Neurological 

diseases

8%

Hearing loss

13%

Respiratory 

diseases

14%Skin diseases

14%

Musculo-skeletal 

diseases

35%

Other diseases

10%

Source: EODS Eurostat, 2004
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How many are chemicals-related ?

~ 18% to 30* %Total

12.3 %14 %88 %Skin diseases

5.0 – 12.5* %14 %36 – 89* %Respiratory 

diseases

0.2 % 8 %2 %Neurological 

diseases

0.2 - 4.5* %5 %4 – 90* %Cancers

% chemicals 

related 

amongst all 

recg. diseases

%

amongst all 

recognised 

diseases

%

linked to 

chemicals 

exposure

Occupational 

diseases

(*): including chemical dust

Source: extrapolated from EODS Eurostat, 2004
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Marketing/Use of 
Chemicals

Protection  of 
workers exposed 

to Chemicals

Dir 67/548

Reg 793/93

Dir 76/769

REACH

Dir 98/24

Dir 2004/37

Dir 89/391

CSR

Substitution

DNEL / OEL

REACH and the OSH legislation: 
Two co-existing legislations

REACH, Art 4 (2) : This Regulation shall apply without prejudice
to Dir 89/391, Dir 98/24, Dir 2004/37, [….]
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Principal obligations for the employers:

Chemical Agents Directive (98/24/EC):

� Determine whether any hazardous chemical agents are 
present in the workplace

� Assess any risk to the H&S of workers arising from their 
use 

� Ensure that the risk is eliminated or reduced to a 
minimum ((hierarchy of prevention and protection 
measures)

Carcinogens Directive (2004/37/EC):

� Substitution with a substance, preparation or process 
that is not dangerous or is less dangerous

� Control measures (closed system, exposure as low as is 
technically possible)
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REACH will improve the efficiency of the 
workers protection legislation, by:

� Reminding employers that they have obligations to fulfil 
under worker protection legislation

� Providing missing information                                  
on their properties                                             
(labelling improvements)

� Enforcing the efficient distribution                           
of information through the supply                               
chain (Safety Data Sheets)

� Encouraging the progressive substitution of the most 
harmful substances via restrictive and authorisation 
procedures

Risk assessment 
under the 

Chemical agents 
directive will be 

facilitated

Results of the Sheffield Study on REACH 

benefits for worker's health 

For EU-25:

�Respiratory diseases: 50 000 cases/year 

avoided

�Skin diseases : 40 000 cases/year avoided

�€ 3.5 billion benefits over 10 years 

�€ 90  billion benefits over 30 years
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Where do the benefits come from ?

�Savings for social security

�Quality of life gains for workers

�Productivity gains for industry 
(absenteeism avoided)

REACH is clearly an opportunity to reduce the 
number of chemical-related occupational 

diseases and the associated costs for both 

industry and society

http://hesa.etui-rehs.org/uk/dossiers/files/Sheffield_FINAL.pdf

The Sheffield study can be downloaded for free 

http://hesa.etui-rehs.org/uk/dossiers/files/Sheffield_FINAL.pdf
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Learnings from Sheffield study ?

In the proposed scenario, potential benefits are 

linked to:

� Good synergy between REACH and 

existing EU directives on worker's protection

� Data requirement and data transmission in 

supply chain

� Full application of Substitution Principle

� Implementation of the REACH regulation
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ETUC proposals to improve the synergies 
between REACH and OSH legislation:

� REACH Guidelines (Chemical Safety Report & 
Authorisation procedures) should clearly promote the 
hierarchy of RMM defined in Chemical Agents and 
Carcinogens Directives

� The relationship between DNELs under REACH and 
OELs under OSH legislation should be clarified

� Discussions on DNEL/DMEL derivation under REACH 
and OEL setting for carcinogens in Directive 
2004/37/EC currently under revision should be linked

� Good cooperation between ECHA and the Advisory 
Committee on Safety and Health Protection at work

� Workers' representative to ECHA Management Board 
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Roles of workers representatives to ensure 
workers' health under REACH ?

At European and National level:

� Continuous involvement in RIP work

� Information campaign about REACH for safety 
reps and workers’ representatives in chemicals & 
DUs companies 

� Third party role (REACH committees, Annex XV 
dossiers, authorisation and restriction procedures)

� Monitor Article 35 enforcement (access to 
information for workers)

� Prepare REACH reviews (CSR for all registered 
substances, info requirements 1-10 tpa) 
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� Ensure there are no conflicts between REACH 
and Directive 2004/37/EC

Example:

REACH:

� Authorisation can be granted for a carcinogen even if 
there is a safer alternative (adequate control route)

Carcinogens Directive (2004/37/EC):

� Mandatory substitution of carcinogen with a safer 
alternative where available (no cost consideration !)
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Roles of workers representatives to ensure 
workers' health under REACH (cont.) ?

At company level:

� Check if intended use is covered by Exposure 
Scenarios in Safety Data Sheet (SDS)

� Apply Risk Management Measures provided for 
in SDS (keeping exposure below DNELs) 

� Contribute to Chemical Safety Assessments if any 
(help define “adequate control” for intended use)

� Ensure REACH is applied without prejudice to 
OSH legislation (compliance with existing OELs and 
Substitution principle) 

Thank you, further info on:

http://www.etuc.org > Our activities > REACH

http://hesa.etui-rehs.org >Dossiers > Chemicals

http://www.etuc.org
http://hesa.etui-rehs.org

