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Enhanced social dialogue at all levels is needed  
for health and safety at work 

The pandemic has given additional urgency to addressing the new challenges 
for health and safety at work. A fresh impetus for social dialogue is needed to 
guarantee more adequate conditions for the digital environment, teleworking, 
and a rapid green transition. There must also be a particular focus on cancer 
risk as cancer is the leading cause of work-related deaths in the EU.

The EU’s social dialogue has delivered tangible improvements to the working 
conditions of millions of workers in the EU – both at cross-industry level 
(regarding preventing and managing work-related stress, workplace violence 
and harassment at work) and at sectoral level (musculoskeletal disorders in 
agriculture, health protection in hairdressing salons, crystalline silica in the 
chemicals sector and mining, prevention of sharps injuries in hospitals, and 
so on). However, the pandemic crisis has proved a big challenge for social 
dialogue.

There have been many positive instances and well-applied patterns of social 
dialogue at company level to maintain jobs, ensure a safe return to the 
workplace, or keep remote working while continuing business operations. 
On the other hand, information and consultation rights, including in relation 
to occupational safety and health, have not been respected everywhere in 
Europe, as the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) noted in 
its opinion SOC/644 on “Social dialogue as an important pillar of economic 
sustainability and the resilience of economies taking into account the influence 
of lively public debate in the Member States” (adopted on 29 October 2020). 
Some governments adopted emergency measures restricting the autonomy 
of the social partners, as though they were an obstacle rather than a source of 
solutions in the health crisis. That is why the EESC has urged action at EU and 
national level to ensure a proper social dialogue in shaping changes caused or 
accelerated by the pandemic crisis. Particular attention should also be given 
to healthcare workers, who have been at the forefront of the pandemic, and to 
their working conditions, including pay, recruitment and retention, and health 
and safety (as the EESC stressed in its opinion SOC/665 “Building a European 
Health Union”, adopted on 27 April 2021).
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Teleworking: benefits and challenges

The pandemic crisis has contributed to a sharp jump in the number of 
people working from home, with the proportion increasing from 12% in 2019 
(“usually and sometimes”) to at least 20-65% (according to various preliminary 
estimates for different periods of social distancing), as reported by Eurofound. 
This lockdown phenomenon significantly accelerated existing processes in the 
labour market, while also underscoring the advantages and disadvantages of 
teleworking and – more crucially – the new risks in the field of occupational 
health.

The positives that teleworkers might value include greater freedom and 
autonomy. But one downside is the imposed extension of working hours 
(blurring of the line between work and home life). This is one of the factors 
that could lead to increased eye-health problems, musculoskeletal disorders, 
stress, emotional exhaustion, and burnout. On the other hand, even if EU 
standards are enforced by, for example, recording working time, there is an 
urgent need to look for solutions to prevent infringement of privacy and 
other psychosocial health risks. If remote work management, through too 
intrusive surveillance, were to lead to a “Big Brother effect”, it would become 
an additional threat for occupational health. 

Digitalisation and the profound transformation of the EU economy due to the 
Green Deal (with the objective of EU climate neutrality by 2050) have already 
prompted the spread of new working models. The “employer-employee” 
relationship model is receding, with a (telework-supported) move towards 
various flexible or non-standard forms of work, e.g. mini jobs, on-call jobs, 
and platform working. There is consequently an urgent need to adapt current 
occupational health and safety rules to the new conditions so that the same 
values are applied effectively, based on proper standards for workers in the EU.
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In its opinion SOC/698 on “Health and Safety at Work – EU Strategic Framework 
(2021-2027)” adopted in October 2021, the EESC stressed that companies have 
overall responsibility for workers’ health and safety conditions, whether they 
work on-site or remotely. Furthermore, the EESC recommended that a study 
be carried out among people qualifying as “self-employed”, with the aim of 
finding the best European approach to ensuring that all self-employed people 
have a safe and healthy working environment. The conclusions of this study, 
which involved the European Commission, experts, and the social partners, 
will be presented in 2023.

The question arises here of “the right to disconnect”, which some EU countries 
regulate through legislation and company-level agreements (sometimes 
policy guidelines, sometimes collective agreements). The question is still open 
– and should be answered with the help of the European social partners –  
as to whether and how to create some kind of common framework for linking 
the experiences of individual companies, sectors, countries and the European 
Union in relation to granting workers the right to digitally disconnect  
from work. 
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Robotisation and artificial intelligence

Technologies enabling the spread of teleworking are only one of many 
factors accelerating the digitalisation of the economy and work. For example, 
robotisation is expected to shift human labour from actual production to 
monitoring of automated production processes. It will mean a reduction 
in the risk of accidents at work or in exposure to harmful agents, but at the 
same time it will increase new challenges in terms of stress, psychological 
exhaustion, and intensification of work requiring high levels of concentration.

As well as heightening the “traditional” risk of work intensification 
(more arduous work, hollowed-out jobs), artificial intelligence (AI) 
technologies will increasingly add such new challenges as mental overload,  
hyper-connectedness, and social isolation. The issue of applications that 
monitor and assess the behaviour and performance of workers or detect their 
mood and emotions when making calls was raised at the public hearing held 
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on 17 November 2021 in conjunction with drawing up the 
opinion SOC/703 on “Social dialogue as a tool to promote 
health and safety at work”. As the hearing participants 
stressed, the social partners should play a central role in 
assessing such practices and “keeping human beings at the 
centre” of new emerging work environments.

Robotisation and the use of AI can also provide new 
opportunities for workers and businesses, as the EESC 
points out in its opinions on health and safety at work. 
However, new technologies also pose several challenges 
resulting from the greater irregularity in when and where 
work is performed, the scope for overseeing workers, 
and the risks related to new tools and machinery.  
As the EESC noted in its opinion “Health and Safety at Work”, 
these challenges exacerbate mental stress, leading to an 
increasing number of psychosomatic diseases, for which 
appropriate measures need to be found. That is why the EESC, 
mentioning challenges such as digitalisation and the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 crisis, called in the opinion for 
a European Commission legislative initiative on preventing 
psychosocial risks. The EESC recommended a legislative 
initiative on mental health at work: “The experience and 
research on musculoskeletal disorders are evidence of the 
need for a legislative initiative on this subject”.

The experience 
and research on 
musculoskeletal 
disorders are evidence 
of the need for a 
legislative initiative 
on this subject.
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Fatal accidents: urgent need for Vision Fatal 
accidents: urgent need for Vision Zero

While facing many new, emerging risks to health and safety provoked 
by the current economic transitions, Europe still confronts the classical 
threats. Fatal accidents at work in the EU decreased by about 70% between 
1994 and 2018, a trend which has been significantly supported by  
de-industrialisation and better medical care. Improvements in EU safety and 
health standards through social dialogue have also played a substantial role 
here. Yet despite this progress, in the EU-27 there were still over 3 300 fatal 
accidents and 3.1 million non-fatal accidents in 2018, and more than 200 000 
workers have been dying each year from work-related illnesses.

The EESC supports the “Vision Zero” approach to work-related deaths,  
as proposed by the European Commission. The aim is to mobilise all relevant 
EU and international players (EU countries, the social partners, employers 
and workers, the International Labour Organization) around the ambitious 
objective to eliminate work-related deaths, accidents and diseases.  
In its opinion on “Health and Safety at Work – EU Strategic Framework  
(2021-2027)”, the EESC thus endorsed the new indicator on fatal accidents at 
work (already proposed in the European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan) and 
advocated strengthening the system for investigating workplace accidents 
and deaths, identifying and addressing the causes of these accidents and 
fatalities, and increasing awareness of risk in relation to workplace accidents 
and diseases. Work-related accidents and illnesses cost the EU economy over 
3.3% of GDP annually (around EUR 460 billion in 2019). Thus, as the EESC 
pointed out in its above-mentioned opinion, “for every euro invested in safety 
and health in work, the return for the employer is around twice as much”.

More than 100 000 people die every year in the EU of work-related cancer.  
In its opinion SOC/677 Europe’s beating cancer plan, adopted in June 2021,  
the EESC underlined the need for effective prevention of occupational forms  

VISION 
ZERO
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of cancer and called for more research into exposure to 
carcinogens, mutagens and endocrine disruptors and into 
the causes of occupational cancer (particularly in women). 
The EESC urged the EU Member States to respond by rapidly 
implementing the roadmap on carcinogens, limiting exposure 
to harmful substances, and revising and completing the list 
of hazardous substances. The EESC called on the European 
Commission to extend the scope of the Carcinogens and 
Mutagens Directive while ensuring long-term monitoring of 
the health of workers exposed to carcinogens, even where 
they are no longer working under those conditions. As the 
EESC stressed, there is also a need – at the European level – 
to coordinate systematic collection of data on occupational 
exposure to carcinogens and mutagens. Another step in this 
process would be to link existing data from cancer registries 
with data on the occupations of cancer patients.

For every euro 
invested in safety 
and health in work, 
the return for the 
employer is around 
twice as much.

EESC opinion on  
“Health and Safety at Work  
– EU Strategic Framework  
(2021-2027)”
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Focus on labour inspections

The EESC recommended in 2021 that the European 
Commission revise the OSH (occupational safety and health) 
Framework Directive (“Directive on the introduction of 
measures to encourage improvements in the safety and 
health of workers at work”) so as to adapt it to the new 
work situations, new risks, and new challenges of climate 
change (such as working at high temperatures outdoors), 
demographic change and digitalisation. The EU Member 
States have a particular responsibility to enforce OSH 
legislation and ensure healthy and safe working conditions 
for all European workers, particularly seasonal workers and 
the most vulnerable groups such as young people, older 
people, women, people with disabilities, migrants, and 
workers in precarious employment. 

The success of the “EU Strategic Framework on Health and 
Safety at Work 2021-2027”, presented by the European 
Commission in the summer of 2021, will depend largely 
on its implementation at national and local level. The EESC 
therefore stresses the need to improve labour inspectors’ 
work, with EU-level and national guidance and training.  
If significant improvements are to be achieved in 
enforcing OSH legislation, it will be essential to strengthen 
labour inspectorates’ technical and human resources  
(which have been declining in recent years in many EU 
Member States) and improve coordination and cooperation  
at European level.

It will be essential  
to strengthen labour 
inspectorates’ 
technical and human 
resources and 
improve coordination 
and cooperation at 
European level.
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When it comes to national labour inspections, the EESC proposed to the 
European Commission that a target be set of EU Member States complying 
with the ratio laid down in the ILO standards of one labour inspector for  
10 000 workers by the end of the strategic framework 2021-27. If this target 
is not met during the period covered by the strategic framework, the 
European Commission should issue a legislative initiative with that objective. 
Additionally, the EESC recommended that European Labour Authority (ELA) 
inspection activity be appropriately integrated and promoted within the 
strategic framework, given the critical role the ELA plays in coordinating  
cross-border inspections.

The ELA can play its significant role through its recommendations on the 
enforcement of EU legislation and also on the implementation of social  
dialogue agreements not transposed into EU directives. Closer collaboration 
between the ELA and the European Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) could be very helpful in this regard. Moreover,  
the European Survey of Enterprises on New and Emerging Risks (ESENER) 
might be regularly used to monitor performance indicators of progress 
obtained by social dialogue and European legislative initiatives on health and 
safety at work. 
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Robust social dialogue needed

The pandemic crisis might be considered an opportunity for the EU to reflect 
on a new collective ability to tackle emerging health, environmental and 
demographic crises. As the EESC already indicated in its opinion on “Building a 
European Health Union”, this new EU health project might need to go beyond 
European coordination alone. And once the COVID-19 pandemic is over, and 
the national and EU responses have been thoroughly evaluated, there may be 
a case for broadening EU competencies in this field through a possible revision 
of the EU treaties. The European and national social partners therefore need 
to be given a more substantial role in order to mitigate the significant impact 
of the current transitions on health and safety at work. The social partners are 
best placed when it comes to anticipating change and new training needs, 
adapting to new environments, identifying new emerging risks, and preparing 
for transformations in production processes in Europe.

In its opinion on “Health and Safety at Work – EU Strategic Framework  
(2021-2027)” the EESC recommended that the European Commission and the  
EU Member States should take initiatives to promote ongoing dialogue  
between the social partners when updating national strategies on health 
and safety at work. Involving trade unions and workers’ representatives and  
consulting them continuously on risk assessment and prevention are crucial 
to promoting safe and healthy working environments. According to the 
EESC’s opinion SOC/644 on “Social dialogue as an essential pillar of economic 
sustainability and the resilience of economies taking into account the  
influence of lively public debate in the Member States”, from November 2020 
the social partners should be involved in the economic governance part of 
the European semester, and especially in developing and implementing 
employment, social and, where relevant, economic reforms and policies. 
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Indeed, in its opinion on “Building a European Health Union”, 
adopted in April 2021, the EESC called for the European social 
partners in the health sector to be consulted and included in 
the EU’s Health Security Committee (HSC) governance.

For many years, the European social partners have proved the 
value of their negotiations on tackling work-related health 
and safety issues. Social dialogue has been an invaluable 
tool for businesses and society as a whole. It has helped 
keep workers healthy, improved companies’ profitability, 
and reduced healthcare costs and absenteeism due to 
work-related illness or accidents. And now, as the EESC has 
underlined in its opinions, it is again up to the European and 
structured social dialogue partners to raise awareness of the 
new opportunities and challenges in relation to occupational 
safety and health, opportunities and challenges that have 
been and will continue to be presented by the digital and 
green transformations, greater participation of older people 
in the workforce, and reforms aimed at improving the 
European Union’s resilience to health crises.

For every euro 
invested in safety 
and health in work, 
the return for the 
employer is around 
twice as much.

EESC opinion on  
“Health and Safety at Work  
– EU Strategic Framework  
(2021-2027)”
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Relevant EESC opinions

SOC/698 Health and Safety at Work – EU Strategic Framework (2021-2027)
Adopted on 20 October 2021

SOC/677 Europe’s beating cancer plan 
Adopted on 9 June 2021

SOC/665 Building a European Health Union
Adopted on 27 April 2021

SOC/644 Social dialogue as an important pillar of economic sustainability 
and the resilience of economies taking into account the influence of lively 
public debate in the Member States. Exploratory opinion at the request 
of the German presidency
Adopted on 29 October 2020 

SOC/703 Social dialogue as a tool to promote health and safety at work
(in preparation)

In June 2021, the European Commission presented the “EU strategic 
framework on health and safety at work: 2021-2027”, in which it calls on the 
EU Member States to update their national legal frameworks in consultation 
with the social partners so as to address occupational safety and health (OSH) 
risks. The European Commission stresses the crucial role of social dialogue 
in implementing the new strategic framework and EU OSH legislation, given 
the essential role of the social partners in finding solutions adapted to the 
circumstances of a specific professional activity or sector. Therefore an 
exploratory opinion on “Social dialogue as a tool to promote health and safety 
at work”, which was requested by the French presidency of the EU Council 

EESC
OPINIONS
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(first half 2022), is to be presented at a high-level conference on occupational 
cancer organised by France in March 2022. The opinion aims to support the 
implementation of the European Commission’s new strategic framework and 
EU OSH legislation. It should feed into national discussions and raise awareness 
among governments of the need to work together with the social partners to 
design prevention policies and update their national legal frameworks.
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