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Editorial

Health and safety at work, 
particularly issues relating to 

accidents at work are one of the 
most important areas of action of 
the European Union’s social policy. 
The long-standing commitment 
to improve working conditions 
for European workers dates from 
over half a century ago, and has 
been instrumental in reducing the 
number of accidents at work and 
making our workplaces healthier 
and safer over the years. Statistics 
show that the number of accidents 
at work in the EU decreased by 
more than 17% between 1995 and 
2005. Fatal accidents decreased 
even more markedly over the same 
period, by over 35%. Good news? 
Undoubtedly. However, the same 
statistics also tell us that every 
year 5 720 people still die in the 
European Union as a consequence 
of  work- re la ted 
accidents. Besides 
that, the Interna-
t i o n a l  L a b o u r 
O r g a n i s a t i o n 
estimates that an 
additional 159,500 
workers in the EU 
die every year from occupational 
diseases. Taking both f igures into 
consideration, it is estimated that 
every three-and-a-half minutes 
somebody in the EU dies from 
work-related causes.

That is why a sustainable and 
durable reduction in the number of 
accidents at work and occupational 
diseases is the prime objective of 
EU policies in the f ield of health 
and safety at work. In its communi-
c a t i o n  e n t i t l e d  “ I m p r ov i n g 
quality and productivity at work: 
Community strategy 2007–2012 
on health and safety at work” 
the Commission has proposed 
the ambitious goal of achieving, 
by 2012, a 25 % reduction in the 
total incidence rate of accidents 
at work in the EU-27. This is to 

be achieved through the creation 
of national strategies targeting the 
most common risks and the most 
vulnerable sectors of activity, 
enterprises and workers. 

In this edition's "Special feature", 
which begins on page 15, we take 
a closer look at the ways in which 
the EU is working to make our 
workplaces safer and healthier. 
One article looks at the overall 
strategy, while others focus on 
aspects such as the prevention 
of specif ic injuries (for instance 
needles) and initiatives helping 
to ensure that health and safety 
legislation is properly understood 
and implemented in the workplace.

Elsewhere in the magazine we 
examine the issue of so-called 
professional gender segregation. 

T h e  t e n d e n c y 
for women – and 
men – to end up 
in  cer ta in  jobs 
or  sectors  is  a 
powerful  factor 
inf luencing the 
gender  pay-gap 

as  wel l  as  per petuat ing and 
reinforcing gender stereotypes. 
Meanwhile, in this issue's feature 
we repor t on the attitudes of 
European citizens to the current 
crisis ,  their  expectat ions and 
concerns for their professional and 
personal circumstances as well as 
their perceptions of the EU's role 
in the area of employment and 
social affairs.

Finally, in the Other Voices section 
on page 26 you will f ind the views 
of social partners' organizations 
ETUC and Businesseurope on how 
best to ensure occupational health 
and safety in the EU. 

Robert Verrue 
Director-General of DG Employment, 

Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities

“Every year in the 
European Union 

5 720 people still die 
as a consequence of 

work-related accidents”

Special feature

How the EU is helping improve 
workers' health and safety

Wide-ranging measures aim at achiev-
ing the objectives set out in the EU 
strategy on occupational health and 
safety, namely a 25% reduction in 
work accidents by 2012. 
p.15

Hard times ahead:  
Europeans and the crisis

The crisis may be bottoming out, 
but employment prospects remain 
bleak, and European citizens are well 
aware of it.
p. 7

New improved rules for social 
security co-ordination

EU regime for co-ordination of 
social security systems to be made 
more modern and efficient thanks 
to new rules.
p. 21
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GENERAL

2 October •	

Irish voters endorsed the Lisbon 
Treaty in a referendum. The "yes" 
vote came 16 months after the treaty 
was rejected in a f irst referendum. 
The Irish government agreed to hold 
a second vote after EU leaders offered 
guarantees on national sovereignty 
and agreed that each EU country 
would continue to have a commis-
sioner. All 27 member countries must 
ratify the treaty for it to take effect. 
With Ireland now on board, only the 
Czech Republic and Poland need to 
complete the ratif ication process. The 
treaty aims to enhance the EU’s role 
on the world stage and streamline its 
decision-making.

16 September•	

The European parliament endorsed 
José Manuel Barroso for a second 
term as president of the European 
commission. Mr Barroso will now be 
charged with putting together a new 
Commission. A total of 718 MEPs 
took part in the secret ballot, with 
382 voting for and 219 against. There 
were 117 abstentions. EU leaders 
nominated Mr Barroso for another 
f ive-year term after European parlia-
ment elections in June.

7 September•	

The average real wage increase for 
European workers fell from 3.6% in 
2007 to 1.3% in 2008, according to 
new data published by Eurofound’s 
European Industrial Relations Observ-
atory (EIRO). The annual update 
on pay developments  in Europe 
2008 recorded sizeable differences 
between EU Member States, with the 
rate of real increase falling sharply, 
and the nominal rate dropping only 
slightly. Wide differences emerge, 
however, between the various groups 
of countries within the EU, in terms 
of the level of real wage increases, 
with a broad east-west split. In terms 
of trends in real pay rises, the rate of 

increase, following the average trend, 
fell between 2007 and 2008 in all 
but four countries: Germany, Greece, 
Hungary and the Netherlands. The 
rate of increase declined most sharply 
in Estonia, Latvia and Romania. The 
report also examines collectively-
agreed pay increases in three selected 
sectors (metalworking, banking and 
local government),  cur rent wage 
rates and minimum wage increases, 
increases in average earnings, and the 
extent of the gender pay gap across 
all countries.

EMPLOYMENT AND 
EUROPEAN SOCIAL 
FUND

3 October•	

The flagship event  for the European 
Job Days took place at the European 
Commission headquarters in Brussels, 
attracting around 12 000 jobseekers 
and 80 employers. During September 
and October similar events took place 
all over Europe, giving jobseekers 
and employers the possibility to visit 
over 500 diverse events, ranging from 
recruitment fairs to seminars and 
lectures on job mobility.

18 September•	

Latest data covering the period up 
to July-August 2009 indicate that 
the labour market is deteriorating 
at a slower pace than in previous 
months;  s t i l l  young people  and 
migrants continue to be hit particu-
larly hard.  The general improvement 
is supported by a rise in conf idence 
among businesses and consumers, 
including their  employment and 
unemployment expectat ions.  The 
moderation in the economic recession 
results among others from increases 
in retail trade turnover.

WORK ORGANISATION, 
WORKING 
CONDITIONS AND 
SOCIAL DIALOGUE

2 October•	

The Commission has issued opinions 
accepting that Hungary, the Nether-
lands and the UK will  sl ightly 
extend working time of doctors 
in training on a temporary basis.  
The Commission has consulted the 
social partners, and the opinions 
underline that the average weekly 

NEWS IN BRIEF
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working time for doctors in training 
still cannot exceed 52 hours, including 
on-call at the work place, and that 
the temporary extension will last 
till 31 July 2011. The Working Time 
Directive contains, special rules for 
doctors in training, whose average 
weekly working hours are to gradually 
reduce from 2004 to not more than  
48 hours, in principle by 31 July 2009. 

9 September•	

The European Commission has 
accepted two applicat ions from 
Belgium for assistance under the 
European Globalisation adjustment 
Fund (EGF) – the f irst to benef it 
under revised EGF rules. The funding 
will help 2 168 workers in the textiles 
sector back into employment. The 
applications – for a total of almost 
€9.2 million – concern workers made 
redundant in mainly small businesses 
in three Belgian provinces: Limburg, 
East Flanders and West Flanders. The 
package will include competence 
screening, interview skills training, 
individual job search support and 
career  ass is tance ,  t ra in ing and 
outplacement. The total estimated 
cost is over €14 million, of which 
the European Globalisation adjust-
ment Fund has been asked to fund  
€9.2 million.

31 July •	

10,000 workers were helped by the 
European Globalisation Adjustment 
Fund (EGF) last year and of these, 
more than two-thirds found a new 
job, according to a report adopted 
by the European Commission on  
31 July 2009. The second annual 
r epo r t  on  t he  EGF  shows  an 
increasing uptake of the funds by EU 
countries for measures to support 
workers dismissed as a result of 
globalisation. It also reports on the 
outcome of the f irst EGF contri-
butions in terms of helping the 
redundant workers into new jobs.

28 July•	

In 2008, the average collectively 
agreed weekly working time in the 
European Union remained unchanged at  
38.6 hours, according to the annual 
update on working time develop-
ments from Eurofound, the Dublin-
based EU Agency. The report also 
found that the average paid annual 
leave entitlement for workers in 
Europe was 25.2 days across the EU 
in 2008; however, some countries had 
up to three weeks’ more holidays than 
others. Across the European Union, 
the longest working weeks, worked by 
full-time employees in their main jobs, 

are found in Romania (41.8 hours),  
the Czech Republic (41.7 hours) 
and  Latv ia  (41 .7  hours ) .  The 
shortest are in France (38.4 hours),  
Belgium (38.6 hours) and Ireland  
(38.9 hours).

17 July•	

Employers and trade unions in the 
healthcare sector have signed an 
EU-wide agreement on 17 July 2009, 
to prevent injuries from needle sticks 
and other sharp objects (see article 
on page 18). More than 1 million 
such injur ies  occur  every year, 
forming one of the most common 
health and safety threats in the 
European workplace. The agreement 
aims to achieve the safest possible 
working environment for employees 
in the sector and protect workers at 
risk; to prevent injuries to workers 
caused by all types of sharp medical 
objects (including needle sticks), and 
to set up an integrated approach to 
assessing and preventing risks as well 
as to training and informing workers. 

PROMOTING AN 
INCLUSIVE SOCIETY

October – November•	

Diversity Days to celebrate diversity 
in Europe are being held in 4 Member 
States (Cyprus, Luxembourg, Portugal 
and Sweden) this autumn and they 
promise to interest and entertain the 
public while bringing the message 
of the benef its of diversity to as 
many as possible. Diversity Days 
are an initiative of the EU-wide 
"For Diversity. Against Discrimina-
tion" information campaign, which 
aims to raise awareness of discrimi-
nation and to give advice on how 
combat it.  Each Diversity Day will 
feature a key event where local and 
national organisations come together 
to challenge people to think about 
and take responsibil i ty for their 
own attitudes and behaviour and to 
recognise the positive contribution 
diversity makes to the workplace and 
to society as a whole.
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28 September•	

The second meeting of the integrated 
platform on Roma inclusion, launched 
in April 2009 in Prague, took place in 
Brussels on 28 September. The aim of the 
Platform for Roma inclusion is to provide 
an arena for exchanging knowledge, 
experience and good practice, making 
commitments for initiatives and possibly 
monitoring progress achieved for the 
inclusion of Roma in Europe. The second 
Platform meeting, co-organised by the 
European Commission and the Swedish 
presidency, focused on the education of 
Roma in Europe.  Invited participants 
included representatives from the Roma 
civil society, governmental officials from 
EU Member States, EU civil servants, 
representatives from the main interna-
tional organisations and NGOs as well as 
academics and experts in this field.

3 August•	

On 1 January 2009, the population 
of the EU27 was estimated at 499.8 
million, compared with 497.7 million 
on 1 January 2008. The population 
of the EU27 grew by 2.1 million in 
2008, an annual rate of +0.4%, due 
to a natural increase of 0.6 million 
and net migration of 1.5 million. The 
demographic situation in 2008 in the 
EU27 shows continuation of the upward 

trend in the natural increase which 
began in 2004, explained by a moderate 
increase in the birth rate and a relatively 
constant death rate, while net migration 
has remained over the same period 
at an annual level of between 1.5 and  
2 million. These figures come from a 
report published by Eurostat, the Statis-
tical Office of the European Communi-
ties, on demography in the EU27 
Member States, EU Candidate, EFTA 
and other European countries.

GENDER EQUALITY

31 July•	

The Commission adopted the third  
work programme of the Roadmap for 
equality between women and men 
2009-2010. The programme presents 
the actions carried out in 2008 and the 
forecasts for 2009 and 2010 in view of 
achieving the Commission's commit-
ments towards equality between women 
and men in six priority areas: equal 
economic independence for women 
and men; reconciliation of private and 
professional life; equal representa-
tion in decision-making; eradication 
of all forms of gender-based violence; 
elimination of gender stereotypes; 
promotion of gender equality in external 
and development policies. The document 
has been transmitted to the Council, the 

European Parliament, the Committee of 
the Regions and the European Economic 
and Social Committee.

30 July•	

The European Commission has adopted 
a proposal to increase the existing right 
to parental leave from three to four 
months per parent, and to and apply it to 
all employees, regardless of their type of 
contract.  If adopted by Member States 
in the Council, the proposal would 
give legal effect to a recent agreement 
negotiated by European trades unions 
and employers' organizations and signed 
on 18 June 2009. The proposal comple-
ments the Commission's recent package 
of measures to improve work-life 
balance for Europeans.

29 July•	

EU legislation has benefited workers 
through broader protection against 
discrimination based on gender and 
clearer definitions of discrimination, says 
a European Commission report adopted 
on 29 July. The report looks at how 
Member States have implemented the 
key provisions of Directive 2002/73/EC 
on the implementation of the principle of 
equal treatment for men and women, with 
a view to identifying the main problems 
and good practices. It notes progress in 
implementing the Directive and describes 
it as satisfactory, but draws also attention 
to the fact that the Commission has had 
to take action against some national 
governments that have not yet brought 
their laws and procedures into line with 
the Directive. National equality bodies 
have a key role in furthering equality, 
says the report, particularly in assisting 
victims of discrimination, who are more 
likely to turn to an equality body than 
make use of traditional litigation. 

NEWS IN BRIEF
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EMPLOYMENT

According to the latest data from the 
EU Monthly employment monitor, 

in the EU as a whole the labour market 
continues to weaken in reaction to the 
economic downturn, albeit at a slower 
pace than in previous months. Employ-
ment continues to decline and unemploy-
ment to rise, job vacancies remain 
significantly lower than a year ago and 
companies continue to announce more 
job reductions than creation.

On the other hand, there are signs 
of a stabilisation in the economic and 
labour market situation in certain 
Member States. The deterioration in 
economic activity is starting to ease, 
supported by stabilisation in industrial 
production, while unemployment has 
recently levelled off or even declined in 
some Member States such as Austria, 
Denmark and Portugal. Moreover, 

survey data continue to show a relative 
improvement in conf idence among 
businesses and consumers. Neverthe-
less, the labour market outlook for 
the coming months remains bleak, 
indicating that the full impact of the 
economic crisis on labour markets is, 
at least partly, still to be felt. So while 
fears of a deep and prolonged recession 
may be starting to fade, there is little 
doubt that the recovery will be slow 
and fragile. And jobless, at least for 
some time.

But what do European citizens make 
of the situation? How do they feel about 
their personal circumstances, what do 
they think the future has in store in 
terms of job opportunities for themselves 
and those closer to them? And can the 
European Union help to ease unemploy-
ment and promote job creation?

Last summer, the European Commis-
sion carried out an extensive Euroba-
rometer survey in order to try and find 
the answers to these questions.

The resulting study, published in July, 
shows that more than six out of 10 of 
Europeans think further impacts of 
the economic crisis on jobs are to be 
expected. A third of those in work are 
'very concerned' that they may lose their 
jobs in the crisis, however over 70% feel 
the EU has a positive impact in creating 
new job opportunities and f ighting 
unemployment, and a third are aware 
of the European Social Fund – the EU's 
main tool for investing in workers and 
keeping them in work.

According to the survey results, 
around 3.5% of working Europeans 
have personally experienced job losses 

Hard times ahead: Europeans and the crisis
A new survey provides a snapshot of EU citizens' 
perceptions and concerns about their current situation 
and future prospects
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due to the economic crisis. Almost a 
quarter know a colleague who has lost 
their job and 36% know someone from 
among their friends or family who has 
been affected. Hardest hit are Latvia, 
Lithuania, Spain and Ireland, while 
people in Luxembourg, Greece and the 
Netherlands have experienced compara-
tively fewer job losses.

A third of Europeans in work are 'very 
concerned' that they may lose their jobs 
in the future, with more people worried 
about their partner (38%), but especially 
about their children (47%) losing their 
jobs. The Europeans' concern for their 
children's future employment situation 

is particularly striking, and while it 
probably stems at least partly from a 
parent's natural tendency to worry about 
their offspring's future, it also reflects 
a widespread feeling that things are 
not about to improve anytime soon. 
Unsurprisingly, the level of concern is 
strongly linked to how badly individual 
EU countries are being affected by 
the crisis and by job losses: in Spain, 
where youth unemployment has reached 
almost 40%, almost eight people in 10 
worry about their children losing their 
jobs, a concern shared to a much lesser 
extent in countries such Denmark or 
the Netherlands, where only 20% of 
respondents expressed such fears, and 

six out of 10 did not worry at all about 
such a possibility.

The concern about job losses is 
explained and compounded by the fact 
that at least 6 in 10 Europeans feel that 
the worst of the economic crisis is yet to 
come and only 28% think it has reached 
its peak, with the highest levels in the 
Baltic countries: 82% in Latvia, 76% in 
Estonia and 74% in Lithuania think the 
worst impact is still to be felt. In countries 
which have implemented comprehensive 
flexicurity approaches, the outlook is 
more confident. 45% of Swedes and 36% 
of Danes feel more optimistically that the 
peak of the crisis is now in the past. 

When it comes to future expectations 
about the chances of staying employed, 
the survey results show great dispari-
ties in confidence among EU countries, 
reflecting once again the different 
impact the economic downturn is 
having across the EU. So for instance, 
less than four in 10 Lithuanians said 
they were confident that they will have a 
job in two years' time, in stark contrast 
to Finland, where a whopping 90% of 
those interviewed declared themselves 
very or fairly confident.  For the record, 
the EU average was 66%, pretty much 
unchanged since 2008.

 Should they need to find a new job, 
most of those interviewed would opt 
for the same type of job in the same 
location, or alternatively widen their 
search to a different location, showing 
more openness to moving to a new area 
than moving to a new type of job. About 
one in four of those Europeans not 
working say they will take up any job; a 
result that has not changed significantly 
since 2006. The majority of Europeans 
believe that, in these times, professional 
experience and qualif ications are the 
two most important aspects in finding a 
new job easily, followed by adaptability.

In terms of the EU's role in employ-
ment, more than half of those interviewed 
consider it to be positive, and this figure 
rises considerably when addressing 
specific issues. Almost 80% think the 
EU has a positive role in improving 

EMPLOYMENT
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Youth unemployment has reached an historic high

Question:  QB2.3. And thinking about the current economic crisis and its potential impact on the job-market, how 
would you rate your concern, if at all, about each of the following? Please use a scale from 1 to 5 where 
 '1' means that you are "not at all concerned", and '5' that you are "very concerned".

Option:    Your children losing their job
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access to education and training, 76% 
on promoting gender equality, 73% on 
combating other forms of discrimina-
tion and 72% on creating job opportu-
nities and f ighting unemployment. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, it is in the "new" 
member States that the EU is perceived 
as having had a much greater positive 
impact across all employment and social 
policies, while the "old" EU15 countries 
appear to take a somewhat more jaded 
view of its benefits. 

Overall, a third of Europeans are 
aware of the European Social Fund 
(ESF), the EU's main tool to support 
those who may lose their jobs as a 
result of the crisis. The Fund is best 
known in Slovakia (59%), Portugal 
(58%) and Spain (53%) and least 
known in Denmark (17%). A third 
of those asked felt the ESF’s budget 
allocation of around 10% of the EU 
budget is too little and only 5% said it 
was too much. 

"I am not surprised by the outcome of 
this survey. Understandably Europeans 
are concerned about the impact of the 
crisis on their jobs and families. ", said 
Vladimír Špidla, Commissioner for 
Employment, Social Affairs and Equal 
Opportunities, commenting the results 
of the survey. He added: "That's why 
action has been taken at a European 
level since the very beginning of the 
crisis to limit its impact on jobs. We 
have recently introduced microcredits 
for people who want to start their own 
business, proposed 100% funding of 
ESF for the next two years to allow 
for continuous training of workers, 
and urged Member States to make 5 
million apprenticeships available for 
young people who leave school. These 
measures will help keep Europeans in 
jobs and help them back into jobs if 
they lose theirs." 

EMPLOYMENT
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Question:  QD8. Would you say that you are very confident, fairly confident, not very confident or not at all 
confident in having a job in 2 years time?

Answers:  Confident

positive
neutral
negative

Map Legend

EU27 83 % +1

LU 56 % +8

RO 74 % +7

DE 47 % +6

IT 90 % +4

FI 47 % +4

EL 45 % +2

HU 56 % +2

PL 74 % +2

BE 67 % +1

CY 53 % +1

EE 66 % +1

SI 81 % +1

UK 68 % 0

MT 87 % 0

DK 87 % -1

NL 85 % -1

PT 61 % -1

FR 74 % -2

AT 73 % -2

ES 62 % -4

SE 76 % -4

SK 33 % -4

IE 59 % -5

BG 39 % -8

CZ 71 % -9

LT 39 % -12

LV 46 % -15

HR 54 % -

TR 32 % -

MK 32 % -

Source: Eurobarometer 316

Question:  QB3. Some analysts say that the impact 
of the economic crisis on the job market 
has already reached its peak and things 
will recover little by little; others, on 
the contrary say that the worst is still to 
come. Which of the two statements is 
closer to your opinion?

The impact of the crisis on jobs has already reached its peak
The worst is still to come
DK

28%

61%

11%

Source: Eurobarometer 316
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EMPLOYMENT

The proposal

The European Commission is proposing 
to set up a microfinance facility to increase 
the supply and accessibility of microloans 
for vulnerable groups and unemployed 
wanting to set up their own business. 
Starting in 2010, and with an initial budget 
of €100 million, the new facility will target 
three main groups of beneficiaries: those 
who lost their job or are at risk of losing it, 
disadvantaged persons who usually have 
difficulties in accessing banking lending 
and/or the labour market; and micro-
enterprises in the social economy.

The global crisis which originated as 
a financial turmoil prompted by severe 
liquidity problems in the US, the EU 
and other developed economies, had a 
freezing effect on the main function of 
the banking sector: financial intermedi-
aries stopped lending to consumers and 
enterprises because of an increased fear 
of default. The inter-banking market 
came to a stall calling for an intervention 
of the central banks to provide liquidity. 
Recent data from the Bank for Interna-
tional Settlements (BIS) shows the depth 
of the fall in outstanding loans that 
accounted for more than €1.98 billion. 

This is the most significant reduction 
ever recorded in a single quarter by BIS. 
The slowdown in lending continues 
even now in many European economies 
threatening the emerging recovery. 

The economic downturn resulting 
from the turmoil that hit the financial 
and capital markets led to a signifi-
cant increase in unemployment in all 
members of the EU offsetting and 
reversing the positive employment 
growth of 6 million achieved during 
2007-2008. The combination of credit 
scarcity and rising unemployment means 
that people with strong entrepreneurial 
spirit who would like to either become 
self-employed or start a micro enterprise 
cannot do so because of the fragmented 
access to credits and the high aversion 
to investment risk of the banks. In this 
unfavourable context, the inclusion of 
vulnerable groups in the employment 
market becomes even more uneven. 

Microfinance in the EU

Microfinance is an area that needs little 
introduction. It emerged in the late 1970 
and it was mainly used as a tool to fight 
poverty in the developing countries.  The 
notion that access to microcredit and 
other ordinary banking services help poor 
households build business, increase their 
earnings and find their way out of poverty 
in countries where welfare arrangements 
are lacking quickly became so appealing 
and widely used by international donors 
that its founding father Muhammad 
Yunus won a Nobel Peace Prize in 2006. 
As the microfinance became an important 
activity for the development community, 
microfinance professionals became more 
and more aware of its build-in poverty 
reduction potential and of its limitations. 

In Europe, microf inance is used 
primarily with a view of creating 
employment and supporting entrepre-
neurship. It means extending loans under 
€2500 tailored to meet the funding needs 
of micro-enterprises employing less than 
10 people. At European Union level, 
the European Commission identified in 
2007 the need to further develop microfi-

Commission launches 
microfinance initiative for 
employment and inclusion
Microloans will be made available to 
the unemployed and other vulnerable 
groups to set up their own business

©
 B

el
g

a 
Pi

ct
u

re

The potential of microcredits to fight poverty and exclusion is not limited to the developing world
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nance intermediaries, to increase the 
capital of these providers and improve 
the regulatory environment to unlock the 
potential of microcredit in the EU. For 
this purpose, the Commission launched 
the JASMINE initiative to support 
the development of the microfinance 
providers. Providers of microfinance 
in Europe are grouped in the European 
microfinance network based in Paris.

As a way of illustration of the potential 
of microcredit, Eurostat points to a 
figure of 700 000 new loans of potential 
demand for microcredit. More recently, 
the European Parliament called upon 
the Commission, in its resolution of 24 
March 2009, to reinforce its efforts in 
support of growth and employment.

Design of the new 
microfinance instrument 
‘Progress’

As outlined in the Commission 
Communication “Shared Commitment to 
Employment”, the new proposal of The 
Facility will mitigate the overall invest-
ment and counter-party risk inherent to   
the target beneficiaries in a context of 
reduced credit supply and high aversion 
to risk by banks. 

The new facility, called the Progress 
microfinance facility, will have a budget 
of €100mn to be channelled by an 
international financial institution to banks 
and non bank providers of microfinance 
services in the Member States of the 
European Union. This will be achieved 
through an offer of three main products: 
guarantees, equity and debt financing. 
The facility will be implemented under 
joint management with an international 
financial institution like the European 
Investment Fund. The latter will extend 
these three products to providers of 
microfinance in the European Union. 

Risk-sharing and guarantees are 
designed to share the risk among several 
participants. They can be funded and 
unfunded. The former are used to provide 
liquidity (in the form of a loan) to a 
financial intermediary in order to support 

funding for a new portfolio and share the 
risk for the same portfolio of microloans. 
Unfunded risk sharing is usually used to 
provide cover for the risk of a portfolio 
of microloans in order to free the capital 
capacity of the receiving intermediary to 
extend additional new microloans to final 
beneficiaries. Risk sharing instruments 
generally produce the biggest financial 
leverage. Equity investments are primarily 
used to strengthen the equity/capital base 
of micro-finance provider as well as to 
support investment vehicles/funds. Equity 
participations allow the microfinance 
provider (or vehicle) to increase its own 
funds/capital base available at long term. 
Debt instruments may take the form of 
loans to microfinance institutions/invest-
ment vehicles/funds (either senior or 
subordinated) or bond subscriptions. 
These instruments are designed to provide 
liquidity to the micro-finance provider(s)/
investment vehicles/funds that will in turn 
use the funding to extend loans to final 
beneficiaries (micro-borrowers).

One of the particular features of the new 
facility is its openness to banks and non 
bank providers of microfinance. People 
willing to establish their own business to 
escape from unemployment need quick 
and easy access to funding. In many 
circumstances, non bank providers of 
microfinance do not have a large network 
of local offices and access to them for 
people living in areas where there is no 
such type of provider could become a 
geographical barrier. On the other side, 
for traditional banks microfinance is an 

activity associated with high transaction 
costs and risks which limit the supply 
of this service by banks. By extending 
the facility to the two types of financial 
intermediaries, the Commission wants to 
channel the funds in the most quick and 
linear way. 

The new facility will not just provide 
funding. It will create an interface with 
the European Social Fund (ESF) which 
is the only structural fund that can grant 
interest rate rebates to people. This 
possibility, if used by the managing 
authorities of the Fund, has the potential 
to signif icantly improve the access 
to funds for micro-entrepreneurs. In 
addition, with its traditional activities for 
entrepreneurship promotion, coaching, 
training and consultancy for job seekers, 
the ESF will sustain the final benefici-
aries of the facility. A specially created 
network of experts will support the 
design and setting up of concrete microfi-
nance schemes by national authorities. 

The new Progress microfinance facility 
relies on the lessons learned from the 
global experience in microfinance. The 
build-in combination of lending and 
non lending services will certainly allow 
achieving a rapid deployment of the funds 
after the initial start of the facility and 
avoiding the drawbacks in implementing 
microfinance schemes. The planned 
evaluations will help in further developing 
the know-how in designing appropriate 
answers to policy challenges such as the 
current economic crisis. 
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Before he participated in an ESF-
funded training course for budding 
business owners, Normunds Zeps 
was an unemployed mechanic with an 
interest in bees and a taste for honey. 

Normunds lives in a small f lat in 
Kalupe in rural Latvia with his wife 
and two sons, but the farm is 76 km 
away in a place called Grugules. "My 
mother lives in that area now," he 
says. "It's where my family got some 
land when the old collective farms 
were privatised." 

Normunds graduated form Viski 
agricultural college as a machinery 
mechanic. "But life down here is a 
day-to-day struggle," he says, "and it 
can be very difficult to find a decent 
job, even when you have qualifica-
tions. Most of the time, I just stayed 
home and took care of the boys while 
my wife went to work. But I was also 
passionate about my beekeeping. I 
would have called it a hobby, really, 
but then I thought maybe I could 
develop it into a business."

Showing real initiative, Normunds 
decided to take part in a project co-
funded by the European Union through 
the European Social Fund. "I wanted to 
change my situation," he says. "I knew I 

had to learn more about business. This 
programme was offering a free training 
course on how to run a small enter-
prise, so I decided to go for it."

The ESF suppor ts families with 
children who want to start businesses. 
In the Latvian Daugavpils district 
where Normunds lives, an area still 
struggling to overcome decades of 
Soviet rule, a project was launched 
to develop know-how in business and 
self-employment star t-up. Course 
topics included developing and imple-
menting a solid business plan.

Normunds looks after 28 bee 'fam-
ilies', following a routine that involves 
tending a wide swath of territory 
around the hives. "I cut the grass 
while the bees are sleeping, and I gen-
erally look after the territory. I come 
here three days a week. The other two 
days I stay at home with my boys."

Apart from the honey-makers, the 
Zeps farm is a one-man beehive of 
activity. Normunds starts early and 
stays late. He is working to restore 
some h istor ic bui ld ings on the 
property, cutting timber for a new 
roof for a stone barn. He also raises 
vegetables for family and friends in 
temporary hothouses he built himself. 

His wife and kids drop by to lend a 
hand when possible, but he still works 
largely on his own.

"We use no chemicals here," he boasts. 
"The bees exploit several species of 
flowers in this area, moving from one 
to another across the day and across 
the seasons. We are delivering a very 
natural and healthy product."

Normunds now considers himself a 
fully fledged beekeeper, producing a 
tonne of high-grade honey per year, 
and he's working hard to expand his 
business. "I've got a long way to go 
before calling myself a successful 
businessman," he admits. "Providing 
for my family is still a struggle, but 
the EU has given me a good start.

"There is no question about it – when 
I started getting down to business I 
realised how useful the training course 
really was. Quite frankly, my life 
wasn't going anywhere, and this expe-
rience helped me to think in practical 
terms. Today we are still struggling, 
life remains hard, but we are making 
a real go of it. As far as I'm concerned, 
you have to keep moving forward. Has 
the training I received made a dif-
ference in my life? Yes, it's made a 
difference in all of our lives."

ESF in Latvia – 'Bee' is for business

EMPLOYMENT
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The tendency for women (and men) 
to end up in certain jobs or sectors, 

known as "employment segregation by 
gender", is one of the root causes of the 
gender pay gap. It also reflects the extent 
of gender stereotypes and whether in a 
given country, some occupations are still 
restricted or not to one of the two sexes. 
Recently, the Network of experts on 
gender and employment issues issued a 
report aimed at analysing gender segrega-
tion in EU labour markets by sector and 
occupation. It provides a comparative 
analysis of trends in segregation, examines 
the root causes of the phenomenon, the 
consequences and the policy responses. 

The index used to monitor gender 
segregation within the European employ-
ment strategy shows no sign of reduction, 

at least for the EU as a whole. Segrega-
tion is still relatively high, reaching a 
25.3% level for occupational segregation 
and an 18.3% for sectoral segregation. 
However, differences among countries 
remain wide, with a gap of about 10 
percentage points between the most and 
the least segregated countries. 

Research and policy attention on the 
implications of segregation has tradition-
ally focused on wage inequality, including 
undervaluation of female work and 
discrimination. Recent figures confirm 
that undervaluation of female jobs is still 
widespread, but it is low-pay occupa-
tions that are especially exposed to 
this risk. Moreover, gender segregation 
also impacts on job quality. Analysis 
of selective indicators for the different 

dimensions of job quality indicates that, 
in addition to pay, important gender 
asymmetries still concern long working 
hours, career prospects, and access to 
managerial and supervisory positions. 

Finally, segregation does not facilitate 
efficient reallocation of labour supplies, 
male and female. Skill and labour 
shortages are likely to affect mixed occupa-
tions less than male- or female-dominated 
occupations in the medium term. Instances 
of (broad) male-dominated occupational 
groups for which shortages are anticipated 
include plant and machine operators and 
assemblers, senior officials, managers 
and legislators, and craft and related 
workers. Female-dominated occupational 
groups where shortages are expected 
feature service workers and sales workers, 
clerical workers and elementary occupa-
tions - including care workers with low 
levels of qualification - and professionals 
or associate professionals - including 
qualified care workers such as nurses. 
This adds cogency to a policy of desegre-
gation, because the latter can favour the 
redistribution of labour supply flows while 
also redistributing opportunities for the 
development of higher skills. 

Policies to tackle segregation have a 
long-standing tradition in relatively few 
Member States, primarily the Scandina-
vian countries, the UK, France, the Nether-
lands and Germany. Such policies operate 
at two levels: societal (awareness raising, 
educational programmes to counter stereo-
types in school and in the media) and 
labour market (training, countering of 
skill and labour shortages, job evaluation 
procedures and pay systems,etc). 

Desegregation policies often imply 
tackling the ‘early in life’ roots of segrega-
tion by investing in ‘motivational events’ 
or in educational programmes designed 
to positively encourage ‘atypical’ choices 
among young boys and girls, and to 
promote new role models. These policies 
should be pursued in both directions, 
attracting men into feminised areas such 
as care work or teaching, and further 
promoting women’s advancement in 
male-dominated areas.

Gender equality and the 
segregation of EU labour 
markets 
The tendency for women to end up  
in certain jobs helps perpetuating  
gender stereotypes

"Atypical" career choices should be encouraged from early on ©
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Whether behind the wheel of her 
yellow, single-decker bus, or chatting 
with her workmates at City Trafik, 
one of the two main bus companies 
in Aalborg (Denmark), Jane Grøne 
seems completely at ease. Yet in early 
2007, already in her mid-fifties, she 
was unemployed and had no formal 
qualifications to help her into work. 
When she spotted an advertisement 
for trainee bus drivers in her local 
paper, she was tempted to respond – 
she enjoyed driving and it sounded 
interesting. But she hesitated. Would 
she be able to handle a large vehicle? 
And could she cope with the respon-
sibility of her passengers’ safety? 

A week later, Jane noticed the same 
adver t. “It seemed like fate,” she 
recalls. “I thought to myself: If 
other people can do it, why can’t 
I? I might as well try and see how 
it works out. I can always back out 
later if necessary.” 

So she went ahead and, in November 
2007, got a place on the Job Compe-
tence programme run by the local 
vocational t raining centre AMU 
Nordjylland (ArbejdsMarkedsUddan-
nelser – LabourMarketEducation), an 
educational project co-funded by the 
European Union through the European 
Social Fund. The bus drivers’ course 

included both theory and practice, 
with several different modules cov-
ering health and safety, first aid, han-
dling money, ergonomics, and how to 
assist disabled passengers.

In the meantime she started looking 
for a vacancy, and City Trafik offered 
her a place starting in February 2008. 
But there was a problem, because 
although she was due to complete 
the training by that date, she felt she 
did not have enough practical expe-
rience. “I was nervous, because the 
company had promised me a job, 
and all the other new drivers were 
ready to start.” She was afraid she 
would lose her opportunity, but the 
company kept its word.  “As we say 
in Denmark, maybe it was because of 
my blue eyes,” laughs Jane mischie-
vously. She spent two months taking 
extra driving lessons, and by April 
was ready to take up her post. 

“I’m really happy I got my bus 
driver’s licence,” she adds. “It gives 
you a lot of confidence when you 
take the diploma and get a good job 
with good colleagues. You feel better 
about yourself.”

Jane comes from Hjørring in the 
north of Denmark. When she was 
15 she moved to Aalborg, where her 

parents opened a café. But a short 
time later her mother died, and as the 
oldest of six children, she was soon 
busy looking after her three brothers 
and two sisters, and helping with her 
father's business. She had little time 
to study and pass exams, so she left 
school without qualifications.

She works 37 hours a week, normally 
spread over six days, with shifts that 
start as early as 4am and end as late 
as 1.30 am. Every morning she arrives 
at the depot to be told which route she 
will be covering that day. There are 
170 drivers working out of the City 
Trafik depot, 22 of them women.  

 “I am very happy in my work,” con-
cludes Jane. “I am happy with my 
colleagues, and with my boss. Eve-
rybody is treated well, and we help 
each other. It’s like one big family, 
and nobody is left out. I am going to 
stay here until I die!” she jokes. She 
has good reason to expect a lengthy 
and satisfying career: as long as the 
drivers renew their medical certifi-
cates every five years, retirement age 
is f lexible. City Trafik’s oldest bus 
driver is 72 years of age.

“I really enjoy coming to work, even 
at 4am,” she says. “I am never sorry 
to be working.” 

ESF in Denmark – helping women into the driving seat

GENDER
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It is exactly 20 years since the adoption 
of the EU framework directive on 

occupational health and safety, which 
sets out the key principles underpin-
ning the prevention of risks and the 
protection of the health and safety of 
workers, and constitutes the basis for all 
subsequent individual directives. 

In the two intervening decades, a 
signif icant body of legislation has 
emerged, as well as a common culture 
of risk prevention which has become 
the hallmark of EU occupational health 
and safety policy. But while this has 
undoubtedly contributed to a substan-
tial improvement in the health and 

safety of European workers, the number 
of work-related accidents remains 
unacceptably high. According to recent 
statistics, almost 5500 people in the 
European Union lose their lives at work 
each year, and a far greater number are 
injured. As well as the human suffering 
involved, there is the economic impact. 
Every year, the direct insurance costs 
alone of workplace accidents are 
estimated to be €20 billion and 149 
million working days are lost. Individ-
uals, businesses and society all pay the 
price. The development of new technol-
ogies and new professions brings with it 
new occupational hazards until recently 
unheard of.

That is why the EU continues to put a 
lot of effort in improving occupational 
health and safety.  The Community strategy 
covering the period 2007-2012 sets an 
ambitious goal for EU member States: an 
overall 25 % reduction in the total incidence 
rate of accidents at work by 2012. It also 
provides the framework for governments 
and stakeholders to achieve this objective, 
both through legislation and by promoting 
the improvement, simplification and better 
implementation of the EU regulatory 
framework.  The articles that follow take 
a closer look at recent legislative develop-
ments as well as at current initiatives 
helping to implement existing legislation in 
an accessible and user-friendly way.

How the EU is helping improve  
workers' health and safety
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The indisputable success of the 
European policy on safety and 

health at work in the last two decades 
is largely due to the adoption, transpo-
sition and application in the Member 
States of a large body of Community 
legislation in this. This has resulted in a 
considerable reduction of the incidence 
of work-related accidents and diseases. 

However, in spite of the progress 
achieved, the EU still faces a number 
of challenges as regards occupational 
safety and health. 

First of all, the burden of accidents 
and work-related ill-health is still high 
both in human, social and economic 
terms. According to the most recent 
data available from Eurostat, every 
year more than 5,700 people die in the 
European Union as a consequence of 
work-related accidents (EU-27), and 

about 500 million days at work are lost 
because of accidents and work-related 
diseases (EU-15). 

The overall cost of the accidents at 
work to the EU economy in the most 
recent year for which detailed infor-
mation is available (2000) is esti-
mated to be around 55 billion EUR. 
The estimate corresponds to 0.64 % 
of the GDP for EU-15 in 2000. But 
this estimate only concerns accidents 
at work; non-accidental work-related 
health problems are not covered. From 
the macroeconomic perspective the 
total cost of accidents at work and 
occupational diseases in the EU-15 
may range from 2.6 to 3.8 % of Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP). 

Also, occupat ional hazards are 
still high for certain categories of 
workers (young,  older,  mig rant 

workers, workers with insecure job), 
for certain types of companies (small 
and medium-sized enterprises are par-
ticularly exposed, accounting for 82% 
of all occupational injuries and 90% 
of all fatal accidents), and for certain 
sectors (construction, agriculture, 
transport and health care all present 
higher than average risks of accidents 
at work). 

But on the other hand, it is also 
crucial to observe how changes in 
society and economy, which are linked 
to the acceleration of innovation, the 
demographic change and the transfor-
mation of work patterns, are affecting 
the nature of occupational hazards. As 
a result, certain types of occupational 
illnesses such as musculoskeletal dis-
orders, infections and illnesses asso-
ciated with psychosocial factors are 
becoming more and more common. 

For these reasons, the Commission 
considers that actions to improve 
standards of health and safety at work 
still have a large potential for gains to 
workers and employers, as well as to 
individuals and society as a whole in 
the EU.

To support EU efforts towards a more 
effective prevention of occupational 
accidents and diseases, the European 
Commission has defined and adopted, 
in 2007, a new Community strategy 
on health and safety at work, covering 
the period until 2012. This strategy, 
which continues the efforts deployed 
in the framework of the previous 2002-
2006 Community strategy, intends 
to provide an integrated framework 
for Member States to deliver on their 
national policies and for stakeholders 
to promote common initiatives in this 
area of the European social policy, 
which is today among the most 
developed ones. 

The Strategy intends to consolidate 
the common culture of risk prevention, 
which is the major achievement of the 
more then 40 year old history of OSH 
in the European Union. This culture is 

Making work safer:  
the Community strategy  
2007-2012 on health and safety
In spite of the progress achieved the 
EU still faces a number of challenges as 
regards occupational safety and health
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the fundamental basis for improving 
OSH performance in the long term, 
because only the development and 
maintaining of this culture can make 
sure that all actors in the field are fully 
involved and ready to cooperate. 

In this regard, it is clear that legis-
lation, while being the back stone and 
driving force for further improvement, 
is not sufficient on its own to produce 
changes in attitudes and behavioural 
patterns. It needs to be complemented 
by other policy tools and interventions 
designed to reinforce the impact of 
regulatory provisions and provide the 
suitable context for practical appli-
cation and enforcement.

To this end, the new Community 
st rategy on health and safety at 
work identifies a number of specific 
actions and tools, which include  the 
improvement , simplif icat ion and 
bet ter implementat ion of the EU 
regulatory framework  the devel-
opment of coherent national strategies 
adjusted to the specific context of each 
Member State, a better identification 
and assessment of potential new risks 
through more research, exchange 
of knowledge and best practice, the 
development of new synergies between 
OSH policy and other national and 
European policy areas (education, 
public health, research), and  the 
further development of international 
cooperation on OSH.

The strategy also sets an ambitious 
goal for all Member States to achieve: 
an overall 25 % reduction in the total 
incidence rate of accidents at work by 
2012. In this context, the incitation 
to generalise the strategic approach 
to the management of OSH policies 
at European and national levels rep-
resents another main objective of the 
new Community strategy.

The main emphasis is put here on 
the need to develop (national) OSH 
systems, i.e. infrastructures in the 
area of OSH that provide the main 
framework for the implementation of 

(national) OSH programmes. Adopting 
a strategic approach entails designing 
a consistent process, which involves 
identifying objectives and priorities, 
defining actions to improve the state 
of occupational safety and health, 
and developing monitoring tools to 
evaluate the impacts of the actions 
carried out. 

In this context, the new Community 
strategy intends to act as an interface 
between the European and the national 
levels of governance, by providing 
a framework to guide the Member 
States in their efforts to re-design 
their national prevention systems in a 
more consistent and integrated way. 
The aim is to share experience and 
discover factors which may help the 
Member States and the social partners 
to create solutions adapted to their 
specific national situations, and which 
could be of benefit to everyone. 

Agriculture
The fatal accident rate for the old EU 
15 member States is 12.6 per 100 000 
workers; for accidents with more than 
three days’ absence, the rate is more than 
6 000 per 100 000 workers. These are 
some of the highest rates for any industry. 
In the old Member States just 4% of the 
working population work in agriculture, 
but in the new Member States it is 13.4%.

Construction
Around 1,300 workers are killed each 
year, equivalent to 13 employees out of 
every 100,000 — more than twice the 
average of other sectors.

Education
Some 15% of employees in Europe’s 
education sector, from teachers and 
cooks to administrative staff, have suf-
fered physical or verbal abuse at work.

Health care
The accident rate in the health care sector 
is 34% higher than the EU average.

MSDs
L owe r  b a ck  d i s o rd e r s  a f fe c t 
60-90% of people at some point in 
their life; at any one time, 15- 42% 
are affected.

Small and medium-sized 
enterprises
There are 19 million small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in 
the EU, employing nearly 75 million 
people. However, SMEs record an 
over-proportional 82% of all occupa-
tional injuries, rising to about 90% for 
fatal accidents.

Stress
More than one in four workers are 
affected by work-related stress in the 
European Union.

Young workers
Across Europe, 18 to 24-year-olds are 
at least 50% more likely to be injured 
in the workplace than more experi-
enced workers.

Key health and safety statistics

The rate of fatal accidents in the 
construction sector is more  than 

twice the average for other sectors ©
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Employers and trade unions in the 
healthcare sector have signed an 

EU-wide agreement to prevent injuries 
from needle sticks and other sharp objects.

Injuries caused by sharp instruments 
including needles are one of the most 
common and serious risks threatening 
hospital and healthcare workers in 
the European Union, and represent a 
high cost for national health systems 
and society in general. The agreement 
negotiated by the social partners in the 
healthcare sector constitutes a substantial 
breakthrough in the effective prevention 
and protection of hospital and healthcare 
workers against sharp injuries.

More than 1 million such injuries 
happen every year, forming one of the 
most common health and safety threats 
in the European workplace. Hospital 
and healthcare workers (nurses, doctors, 

surgeons, midwives etc.), are frequently 
exposed to the risk of infection due to 
injuries caused by the sharp instruments 
they handle daily, for instance needles, 
scalpels, suture equipment, and catheters. 
This is particularly true of certain depart-
ments and activities such as emergency 
rooms, intensive care or surgery. The 
consequences may be very serious, with a 
risk of contracting diseases such as viral 
hepatitis or AIDS. 

The new framework agreement was 
signed by the European Public Services 
Union (EPSU) and the European Hospital 
and Healthcare Employers' Association 
(HOSPEEM), who established a social 
dialogue committee in the hospital and 
healthcare sector in 2006. The sector 
employs around 3.5 million people.

In the Community strategy 2007-2012 
on health and safety at work the Commis-

sion already announced its intention to 
continue working to improve the preven-
tion of a number of occupational risks, 
including those arising from needle-stick 
injuries. This work was to be carried out 
in co-operation with the Social Partners, 
as provided in the EU Treaty. 

After being consulted by the Commis-
sion on the proposed initiatives, the 
social partners decided to start negoti-
ating on the subject. The negotiations 
lasted five months, and the resulting 
Framework Agreement on Prevention 
from Sharp Injuries in the Hospital and 
Healthcare Sector was signed on 17 July 
2009. The agreement now needs to be 
converted into EU law, and the Commis-
sion has already started the internal 
procedure which will translate it into a 
Council directive.

The Framework Agreement contains 
the main principles to be respected for 
the prevention of sharp injuries, as well 
as a detailed description of several key 
aspects, such as risk assessment, elimina-
tion, prevention and protection, informa-
tion and awareness-raising, training, 
reporting, follow-up and implementation.

The adoption of this new directive will 
certainly strengthen the level of protection 
of hospital and healthcare workers against 
this kind of risks, improving therefore the 
wellbeing at work as well as the quality 
of healthcare provided to patients, thus 
benefiting the whole society.

EU steps up protection 
against sharp injuries 
The European social partners of 
the hospital and healthcare sector 
agree provisions to be implemented 
through EU law

achieve the safest possible working 
environment for employees in the sector 
and protect workers at risk; 

prevent injuries to workers caused 
by all types of sharp medical objects 
(including needle sticks); 

set up an integrated approach to 
assessing and preventing risks as well as 
to training and informing workers. 

The aims  
of the agreement:
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How do I minimize the risks connected 
to working at height? What if in 

my job I am exposed to noise, vibration 
or harmful substances? What protective 
equipment should I use when risk preven-
tion is not an option? Proper implemen-
tation of European legislation in the 
field of occupational health and safety 
requires the answer to these and many 
more questions. Not always an easy task, 
particularly in small and medium-sized 
enterprises.  Over the years, EU action 
to make European workplaces healthier 
and safer for its workers has resulted in 
a solid corpus of legislation covering 
the maximum number of risks with the 
minimum number of regulations. 

However, if legislation is to contribute 
to improving working conditions, 

reducing the number of work accidents 
and occupational diseases, it needs to 
be properly and effectively implemented 
at national level.  This, as we have 
seen, can often represent a challenge, 
for employers and workers alike. The 
Commission therefore puts a lot of 
effort into developing initiatives aimed 
at providing information and guidance 
for the promotion of a safer, healthy 
working environment, especially in small 
and medium-sized enterprises.

Experience has shown that tools aimed 
at facilitating the understanding and 
implementation of the directives can 
constitute a valuable and powerful help 
to consolidating these aims. With this in 
mind, a series of "Good Practice Guides" 
has been developed to define state of 

the art practices to prevent harm arising 
from different hazards. The guides are 
developed by the Commission in cooper-
ation with the Advisory Committee on 
Safety and Health in the guise of Expert 
Working Groups.

The guides are focused on the end user, 
that is the person physically at risk. As 
it is clearly impossible to cover each 
and every situation cannot be covered 
in the guide, a new way of thinking is 
encouraged, one of "dynamic risk assess-
ment" where the employer (and worker) 
is expected to apply the good practice 
ideas described in the guide to their 
actual situation in order to protect the 
individual at risk. The suggestions and 
recommendations in the guide do not 
relieve the employer from the obligation 
to undertake a thorough risk assessment 
before opting for a specific working 
method. This worker-oriented approach 
of the guide is crucial to better regula-
tion as it raises the profile of health 
and safety legislation down to the level 
of the individual at risk and facilitates 
understanding and application of the 
legislation. To ensure the widest possible 
dissemination of information the guides 
are available in all official EU languages. 

On a practical level each guide relating 
to a specific Directive concentrates on 
a particular industry or activity which 
has shown the highest risk of harm*/. 
Over the last f ive years, guides have 
been issued on the following subjects: 
Explosive Atmospheres, Chemical 
Agents, Vibrations at Work, Work at a 
height, and Noise at Work. New guides 
are being prepared covering Construc-
tion, Agriculture and Forestry, Small 
Fishing Vessels, Artif icial Optical 
Radiation, Electromagnetic Fields and 
Muscular-Skeletal Disorders. 

By helping all concerned to better 
implement EU provisions, it is hoped 
that the guides will contribute to 
the overall objective of adequately 
protecting the health and safety of 
workers and ensuring that at the end 
of the working day, they return to their 
families in good health.

Better health and safety  
at work regulation through 
good practice guides
A series of good practice guides 
is available to help implement EU 
health and safety provisions and social 
cohesion through volunteer work 

European Commission

Non-binding guide to

good practice for implementing

Directive 2001/45/EC (Work at a height)
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Non binding guide 

to good practice for implementing 

Directive 2002/44/EC (Vibrations at Work)

KE-70-07-108-EN-C

 http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/index_en.html

 Are you interested in the publications of the Directorate-General for 

Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities?

If so, you can download them at

http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/emplweb/publications/index_en.cfm

or take out a free online subscription at

http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/sagapLink/dspSubscribe.do?lang=en

ESmail is the electronic newsletter 

from the Directorate-General for Employment, 

Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities.

You can subscribe to it online at

http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/emplweb/news/esmail_en.cfm
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NoN-biNdiNg guide to good practice  

for the applicatioN of directive 2003/10/ec  
“Noise at work”

http://ec.europa.eu/social/

Are you interested in the publications of the Directorate-General for Employment,

Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities?If so, you can download them at

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=316&langId=en
 or take out a free online subscription at

http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/publications/register/index_en.htm
ESmail is the electronic newsletter  

from the Directorate-General for Employment,  

Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities.You can subscribe to it online at

http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/emplweb/news/esmail_en.cfm

Causes and circumstances

of accidents at work in the EU

European Commission
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In an increasingly globalised economy, 
it is in the EU's interest to contribute to 

raising labour standards throughout the 
world. The G8 Summit which took place 
last July 2009 in L’Aquila, Italy, called for 
social and employment policies to become 
a crucial pillar in the new global framework 
for balanced and sustainable growth. This 
move, the G8 said, should notably take 
forward the ILO Decent Work Agenda, of 
which occupational safety and health is an 
integral part. This is just an example of the 
emerging global consensus to give employ-
ment and social objectives a greater place 
in global governance. As Europe’s future 
employment challenges – exploiting the job 
potential of a greener economy; increasing 
competitiveness and competing for talent 
in a globalised knowledge-based economy; 
and the response to demographic ageing, 
including migration – are essentially driven 
by global developments. 

Health and safety at work is one 
particular area where Europe needs 
to share its experience at global scale. 
This is fully reflected in the Community 
Strategy 2007 2012 on health and safety 
at work, which identifies the promotion 
of health and safety at the international 
level as one of its major objectives. 

China is a key partner of the EU on 
the global scene. China and the EU 
have engaged in a long-term dialogue 
that covers all aspects of employment 
and social affairs. Three Memoranda of 
Understanding (MoU) with China have 
been signed so far. The most recent, signed 
in January 2009 with the State Adminis-
tration for Work Safety (SAWS) initiates 
a formal dialogue aimed at promoting 
and enhancing mutual understanding of 

health and safety at work through regular 
exchanges of information on policy 
approaches, legislation, experiences and 
best practice, and policy review. This will 
be done for example though joint studies 
on topics of common interest, workshops 
and seminars, staff secondments, 
fact-finding and technical visits, training, 
internships and exchange programmes and 
the promotion of networking activities. 
Annual review meetings will bring together 
senior officials from both sides. In addition, 
China and the EU are currently exploring 
the possibility of cooperating with SAWS 
to support it in its commitment to improve 
Chinese workers' health and safety. 

Although the MoU covers all aspects 
of health & safety at work, in a first 
step a focus will be dedicated to coal 
mine safety. This is an area of partic-
ular concern in China. China produces 
around 40% of the world's coal and it still 
represents the vast majority of all coal 
mine accidents in the world. Accidents 
in the industry are considered to be the 
second highest cause of accidental death 
in China, after road traffic accidents, with 
close to 6,000 deaths per year on average. 
Coal mine safety is also an area when the 
EU has a long standing experience which 
can benefit China's miners. The exchange 
of expertise under this new agreement will 
therefore help to cut workplace accidents 
and save lives.

China's coal miners to 
benefit from EU expertise
EU experience can help  
improve workers' safety  
beyond the Union's borders

The EU should promote the preventive 
principles set out in its policy on safety 
and health at work by:

• working together with other nations to 
promote implementation of the Global 
Strategy on Occupational Safety and 
Health, adopted by ILO in 2003, and 
ratification of the Promotional Frame-
work for Occupational Safety and 
Health Convention adopted in 2006,

• working with third countries and in-
ternational organisations to obtain  
a global ban on the production, mar-

keting and use of asbestos or products 
containing asbestos, and promoting 
health and safety at work in general, 

• enhancing the collection of data 
on accidents through reporting  
requirements of serious accidents, 
thus improving the comparability of 
such data,

• strengthening cooperation with 
developed economies such as the 
United States, Canada, Australia and 
Japan and with emerging economies 
such as China and India"

The international dimension of the EU strategy  
on health and safety at work
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On 29 July 2009, after over a decade of 
discussion, EU leaders finally reached 

an agreement on a new modernised regime 
of EU social security coordination. The 
new rules will come into force in Spring 
2010.  In the 11 years it took to reach this 
agreement, the EU has seen two enlarge-
ments, 22 presidencies and three mandates 
of the European Parliament.  As one might 
expect, ideas on how to simplify and 
modernise the rules have evolved over this 
period of time.

Making the Coordination 
System work more efficiently

The new rules – contained in Regulation 
883/2004, its Implementing Regulation  
and in addition a Regulation that amends 
Regulation 883/2004 – continue to be 
based on the same fundamental coordina-
tion principles: equal treatment regard-
less of nationality; legislation of only 
one state applies; aggregation of periods 

of insurance; and the export of benefits..  
The main focus of the modernisation has 
been on making the coordination system 
work more eff iciently and providing 
better protection for citizens' rights.  The 
European Parliament insisted that the 
provision of information to citizens was 
central to this. There are, therefore, new 
and enhanced provisions in the regula-
tions requiring the 31 countries that 
belong to the coordination system to 
provide user-friendly services to citizens 
and to provide them with information to 
enable them to assert their rights.  

The Commission is currently working 
to improve its provision of informa-
tion about the rules: a video about how 
coordination works is almost complete; 
the guide for citizens is being rewritten; 
the website is to be changed; and a series 
of training seminars on the new rules for 
experts from the Member States and their 
institutions are being hosted.

The drive to make the rules more 
eff icient is also intended to benefit 
the over 50 000 social security institu-
tions that are part of the system. This 
is demonstrated by, for example, 
tighter deadlines for reimbursement of 
costs between Member States, by new 
improved procedures for recovery of 
benefits paid but not due, and by a range 
of new provisions reinforcing coopera-
tion between institutions and improving 
information flows.  There is also a new 
procedure to deal with disagreements 
between institutions. 

Electronic Data Exchange

Central to the modernisation project 
and to improving information flow is the 
introduction of compulsory electronic 
data exchange between Member States.  
Exchange of data between states on the 
social insurance records of individuals 
is of course a vital element of social 

MOBILITY

New improved rules for  
social security co-ordination
EU adopts long-awaited new rules to make 
co-ordination of social security systems more  
modern and efficient
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security coordination.  Until now, this 
exchange has been done principally by 
means of paper E-forms. The modern-
ised coordination regime introduces 
a new electronic EU system for these 
exchanges known as EESSI (Electronic 
Exchange of Social Security Informa-
tion). The Commission has designed 
and is putting into operation an IT 
infrastructure that offers a secure 
technological environment and the 
necessary technical means for this 
exchange.  This system acts as a bridge 
between the national systems of social 
security. It consists of a central coordi-
nation node to be hosted in the Commis-
sion's Data Centre, and an applica-
tion connected to the central node via 
specified access points deployed in the 
national administrations.

The EESSI project has been identified as 
a "project of common interest" under the 
EP and Council Decision 2004/387/EC  
that promotes the Interoperable Delivery 
of Pan-European e-Government services 
to Public Administrations, Businesses 
and Citizens. In addition, EESSI has 
been identified as a project with wider 
potential and is to be studied as part 
of a Commission interoperability 
study. In terms of putting EESSI into 
operation, the Commission is working 
to ensure that the legal requirements of 
the Regulations can be transposed into 

IT processes within the EESSI system. 
This involves the design of Structured 
Electronic Documents ("SEDs"), by 
means of which information for every 
circumstance envisaged by the Regula-
tions can be exchanged.  This detailed 
work is being carried out in close 
cooperation with the Administrative 
Commission (for the Coordination of 
Social Security Systems), through which 
the necessary input from the Member 
States can be obtained.

The transition from the old paper 
system to the new electronic one poses 
particular challenges, particularly as 
not every country will be ready to start 
exchanging via EESSI at the same 
time.  It is envisaged that EESSI will 
start functioning in December 2010 
and the complete switchover should be 
completed by the end of April 2012.  

It should be noted that paper forms 
will not in fact completely disappear 
under this new electronic regime as 
citizens who move will still need 
to carry something with them that 
demonstrates their social security 
entitlements (similar, for example, to 
the European health insurance card in 
the healthcare field)   To this end, new 
so-called "portable documents" with 
a distinctive EU logo are currently 
being designed.

Other Aspects  
of Modernisation

The coordination Regulations have 
been modernised in other ways too.  
For example, paternity benef its that 
are equivalent to maternity benef its 
are now included and there is a new 
provision dealing with the allocation of 
responsibility for recognising "child-
raising periods".  There is also a new 
provision for those Member States 
who have started to provide a defined 
contribution state pension (as opposed 
to the more traditional schemes based 
on years of contributions).

Simplification?

What about simplif ication?  The 
impetus to reform the social security 
coordination rules came after all from 
the 1992 SLIM project, the aim of which 
was to simplify single market legislation.  

Unfortunately, it cannot be claimed that 
the new modernised regulations have 
become instruments that are instantly 
comprehensible for the non-specialist!  
The nature of the coordination 
system means that necessary layers of 
complexity still remain.  Nonetheless, 
a range of important simplif ications 
have taken place.  Perhaps the most 
important is the removal of the list of 
categories of persons who can enjoy 
rights under the Regulations.  This has 
been replaced with a single definition 
of a person subject to the legislation of 
a Member State.  This simplif ication 
significantly broadens citizens' rights as 
it means that all EU citizens residing in 
a state – whether economically active or 
not – are now included within the scope 
of the coordination rules. 

In conclusion, the new social security 
coordination regime pursues the same 
aim as it did when established over 
50 years ago: it allows EU citizens to 
exercise their right to free movement 
whilst maintaining their social protec-
tion.  The focus of the new Regulations is 
to improve procedures in order to make 
citizens' rights even more effective.©
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Sibiu in Transylvania is a historic 
town. The waves of Romans, Turks, 
Huns and Saxons that swept through 
the area over the centuries have left 
a legacy that attracts culture-seekers 
from far and wide. But one person 
with a professional interest in the 
region is anthropologist Monica Stroe. 
“I’m studying the Saxon heritage 
of Southern Transylvania,” says the 
24-year-old. “I started my PhD six 
months ago.”

Her work focuses on how the cul-
tural and tourist industries tap into 
the area’s rich and diverse history and 
traditions. “I chose the Saxon areas 
for personal reasons,” she says. “I was 
born and grew up in a town founded 
by the Saxons where many medieval 
aspects remain. But I have always 
thought that Sibiu has made more of 
its heritage.”

A meticulously restored medieval 
city centre is one of Sibiu’s tradi-
t ional showpieces. The city was 
the European Capital of Culture in 
2007 and hosts many internationally 
renowned events. For Monica, this 
was an ideal time to develop a case 
study. “I was interested to see how 
Sibiu developed its ‘brand’ and how 
this has affected surrounding areas.”

Her research covers a wider area in 
the Southern Transylvanian region. 
“I’m really interested in the rural 
areas – how they are now promoting 
themselves as cultural destinations,” 
she says. “Another important aspect is 
that there is an ethnic paradox here,” 
she continues. “The mayor is German, 
yet only around 1.6% of the population 
are German origin – it’s a phenomenon 
happening throughout the region.” 

Monica’s PhD studies followed on 
from her Master’s degree in nation-
alism studies and ethnic relations at 
the Central European University in 
Budapest. After qualifying, she knew 
she wanted to continue studying related 
topics. “My Master’s looked at the 
dynamics of ethnic groups, regional 
identities and conflicts,” she says. “It 
made me more aware of the difference 
between ethnic groups. I’m interested 
as to how identities are constructed.”

However, when she returned to 
Bucharest where she had originally 
studied, opportunities for academic 
research were scarce and underpaid. She 
was considering a change of direction: 
“I was thinking of going into market 
research work. It would have been a 
compromise, but continuing to study 
was looking financially unviable.”

Help came through a scholarship, co-
funded by the European Union through 
the European Social Fund. “The grant 
really mattered to me. It gave me the 
chance to stay in my chosen field. I 
wouldn’t have been able to start a PhD 
without it.”

She receives a monthly stipend to 
cover her living expenses during the 
three years of her studies. And it also 
enables her to spend eight months in 
foreign universities across the EU and 
gives access the libraries and mate-
rials essential to her work. “Having 
that mobility is vital for my research,” 
she says. “It gives me the opportunity 
to travel. I can get access to important 
archives and get a wider perspective.”

As part of the programme, she will 
write articles for academic journals 
and work with professors. “It gives 
me good experience and the support 
that I need to focus on long-term 
f ield research.” Looking to the 
future, she says: “I’m hoping that the 
PhD will open up doors. I want to 
improve my research skills and con-
solidate my theoretical background. 
Ideally, I’d eventually like to work 
in community development. But it is 
early days, I’m concentrating on my 
research,” she concludes.

ESF in Romania – fostering researchers’ mobility
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Effective social dialogue is essential, 
especially at a time of economic 

crisis. With a renewed legal framework, 
the European works councils will now 
be able to fully assume their role of 
looking ahead and providing support 
to socially responsible management in 
Community-scale companies. 

The proposal to improve the legisla-
tion on European works councils 
was a priority for the Commission 
over the last year. A rapid agreement 
was reached by the Council and the 
European Parliament to adopt it, with 
the support of the European social 
partners. The provisions of recast 
Directive 2009/38/EC have now to be 

transposed into law by the Member 
states for European works councils to 
be established and operate within this 
renewed framework. 

European works councils are bodies 
representing the European employees 
of a company. Through them, workers 
are informed and consulted at transna-
tional level by management on the 
progress of the business and any 
signif icant decision that could affect 
them. The right to establish European 
works councils has been introduced 
in 1994 in businesses employing at 
least 1000 employees in Europe with 
at least 150 employees in each of two 
Member States. The composition and 

functioning of each European works 
council is adapted to the specif ic 
situation of the company by an 
agreement between management and 
workers' representatives.

Currently, European works councils 
exist in around 900 companies. There 
are approximately 20 000 members 
representing over 15 million European 
workers, favouring social dialogue and 
anticipation of change in transnational 
companies. 

Key company decisions are increas-
ingly being taken at European or 
transnational level. Rapid changes in 
the economic and social context and 

Renewed rules for European works councils
European works councils strengthened to better inform  
and consult workers, especially during restructuring
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the signif icant increase in multina-
tional businesses over recent years 
mean workers need to be appropri-
ately informed of, and consulted on, 
transnational matters.  Building on the 
results of the existing legal framework, 
the new directive aims par ticu-
larly at ensuring the effectiveness of 
employees’ transnational information 
and consultation rights, at favouring 
the creation of new European works 
councils and at ensuring legal certainty 
in their setting up and operation. 

First, establishing new European works 
councils will become easier. Employees 
must be provided with all the informa-
tion they need in order to be able to 
request the establishing of a new body. 
The composition of the employees’ 
group which negotiates with the central 
management is clarif ied, as well as 
the way in which negotiations for the 
purpose of establishing the European 
works council should take place. The 
competent European trade union and 
employers' organisations are to be 
informed of the start of negotiations, to 
enable them to monitor the establish-
ment of new European works councils 
and promote best practice. Trade unions 
are also among the experts on whom the 
employees may call for assistance in the 
negotiations with management.

Secondly, European works councils 
will be operating more effectively. The 
new directive clarifies what is meant by 
‘informing’ and ‘consulting’ employee 
representatives and states that these 
actions must take place at such time, in 
such fashion and with such content as 
are appropriate. It defines the transna-
tional competence of European works 
councils and links the national and 
European levels of information and 
consultation. The fall-back rules, which 
are used as benchmark in def ining 
negotiated and adapted rules at company 
level, are adapted, stating that there 
should be regular coordination with the 
European works council, which also has 
the right to receive a reasoned response 
to any opinion expressed.

Thirdly, continuity and adaptation 
of European works councils will be 
ensured. The new directive stipulates 
that in the event of a merger or signifi-
cant acquisition, European works 
councils must be adapted either by 
applying what is contained in the 
relevant agreements or by further 
negotiation. Apart from these cases, 
the agreements in force remain valid.

Finally, the role and capacity of 
employee representatives will be 
reinforced. The members of European 

works councils will have the means 
required to apply the rights arising from 
the directive to represent collectively 
the interests of the employees and must 
inform employees of the content and 
outcome of the information and consul-
tation procedure carried out within the 
European works council. Employees' 
representatives will also be provided 
with training without loss of wages.

The new rules have advantages both 
for employees and for employers. 
Workers will benef it from a better 
dialogue with management and with 
workers of other countries. They will 
be a position to anticipate companies' 
evolution, and to have a voice in 
def ining accompanying measures, 
par ticularly in case of corporate 
r e s t r u c t u r i n g .  C o m p a n i e s  w i l l 
benef it from legal certainty, better 
dialogue with their employees, better 
understanding and acceptance of their 
decisions as well as increased capacity 
to adapt to changes. With the timely 
recast of the directive, European 
works councils will be able to play a 
more important role in anticipating 
corporate restructuring and involving 
employees in decision making. This is 
especially welcome in these times of 
economic crisis with a large impact 
on employment.

LABOUR LAW
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European workers benefit from the 
highest health and safety standards 

– an achievement to be proud of. For 
example, Commission figures indicate 
that between 1995 and 2005, the 
incidence rate of non-fatal accidents at 
work in the EU-15 dropped by 27.4%, 
against 42.4% for fatal accidents. 
But we can always improve our 
track record. That is why European 
employers pay great attention to 
improving the working environment 
for their staff.  

Prevention instead of cure is the 
basis for the European approach to 
health and safety. The cornerstone of 
this approach is risk assessment. The 
legislative framework at European 
level is well developed and provides a 
high level of protection for European 
workers – through the Framework 
Directive on health and safety, 89/391 
and the more specif ic directives 
stemming from it. 

Without reducing the level of health 
and safety protection, it is important to 
ensure that legislation does not place 
undue administrative burdens and 
implementation costs on companies, 
particularly for small and medium-
sized ones.  BUSINESSEUROPE 

supports the Commission’s efforts in 
improving regulation and reducing 
administrative burdens. This includes 
simplif ication of existing legislation 
where necessary. 

In the field of health and safety the 
Commission has, for instance, stated its 
intention to simplify two existing and 
outdated directives: Directive on manual 
handling of loads and Directive on work 
with display screen equipment. Care 
should be taken to ensure that this leads 
to real simplification for companies. 

For instance, we do not want the 
introduction of a more general legisla-
tive measure to deal with musculoskel-
etal disorders. Although this would 
incorporate an updating of the two 
previously mentioned directives, 
it would go beyond simplif ication. 
Legislation is not the appropriate 
solut ion.  There is  no evidence 
suggesting that non-binding preventa-
tive measures would not be effective. 

The occurrence of musculoskel-
etal disorders has a negative impact 
on the workers who suffer from such 
problems. The impact on companies 
is a reduction in eff iciency in the 
workplace and loss of productivity. 

There is also the cost of sickness 
absence for companies and national 
social security systems. Employers do 
not underestimate the seriousness of 
this issue. However, this problem not 
only occurs at work. There can be a 
direct link between work activities and 
musculoskeletal disorders. There is 
also clearly a direct link with activities 
outside the workplace. It is often very 
difficult and in many cases impossible 
to assess the root of the problem. 
Improvements can be made without 
introducing legis lat ion,  through 
education and lifestyle changes, as well 
as company-led practices such as health 
promotion activities and ergonomic 
organisation of the workplace. 

European employers continually strive 
to improve health and safety protection 
at the workplace. Measures at European 
level must be designed to provide 
effective protection without undue 
burdens being placed on companies. 
In many cases measures devised by 
companies themselves, at the level of 
the workplace, are an effective and 
eff icient means to improving health 
and safety provisions. 

Contribution by Philippe de Buck, 
Director-General of BUSINESSEUROPE

Prevention is better than cure
Why legislation must not place undue  
administrative burdens and implementation  
costs on companies
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Twenty years ago, the European 
U n i o n  ( E U )  a d o p t e d  t h e 

framework directive on health and 
safety at the workplace, which in turn 
inspired a renewal of national laws. 
Positive results have been achieved 
with respect to a reduction in occupa-
tional accidents. On the other hand, 
the overall impact of work on health 
continues to produce tremendous 
social inequalities. It is generally 
estimated that at least 8% of cancers 
are related to occupational exposure. 
T h i s  r e p r e s e n t s  a b o u t  8 0  0 0 0 
avoidable deaths, primarily among 
blue collar workers, every year in the 
EU. Similar inequalities occur for 
mortality from cardiovascular disease 
and suicides and for the quality of life 
of the elderly. 

Prevention policies are simply not 
enough in these areas. The contrast 
with the excessive deployment of 
resources to cope with H1N1 flu is 
striking! The trade unions expect the 
new Commission to give new impetus 
to a Community strategy on health at 
the workplace. Three questions will 
constitute important credibility tests.

Dangers from chemicals are respon-
sible for a high number of illnesses, 

with consequences that generally take 
a long time to surface. Carcinogenic 
substances can cause cancers more 
than 20 years after exposure. A primary 
prevention policy is crucial and must 
be based first on replacing dangerous 
products with safer alternatives and 
second on organising collective protec-
tion when substitution is not possible. 
The definition of binding limit values 
is indispensable to this effort. The 
revision of the existing directive on 
carcinogenic substances is therefore 
a priority and should be extended 
to substances toxic for reproduction 
and the definition of appropriate limit 
values for the most commonly used 
substances, for example, crystalline 
silica and formaldehyde. 

Musculoskeletal disorders represent 
the number-one complaint of workers 
in Europe. They can be the source of 
a whole range of disabilities. In some 
sectors, they can even prevent workers 
from pursuing their activity to the 
end of their working lives (construc-
tion, health care, repetitive work in 
industry). The new Commission will 
be judged on its ability to promote 
appropriate legislation that gives fresh 
momentum to prevention practices and 
addresses the organisation of work.

These endeavours require political 
courage. Under the banner of "Better 
Regulation", some would like to 
backslide. An opinion on working 
environment was issued by the Stoiber 
High level group on administrative 
burden reduction on 28 May 2009. 
It states that 89 % of the time spent 
by companies managing informa-
tion on health and safety is  an 
administrative burden that should be 
reduced. It challenges the obligation 
for small enterprises to write down 
a risk assessments. Yet risk assess-
ments are the cornerstone of system-
atic addressing of health issues at the 
workplace. Without prior assessment, 
there cannot be real prevention. In the 
best of cases, a reactive policy is put 
into place. 

The trade unions reject the develop-
ment of a two-tier system where 
workers in small enterprises would 
cease to benef it from a preventive 
approach. They will be mobilising to 
ensure that health at the workplace is 
returned to a central place in different 
European Union policies. 

Contribution by L. Vogel 
Director – Department for health and safety,  

European Trade Union Institute (ETUI)

Occupational health: a social issue
Trade union expectations are equal to the unacceptable 
human and social cost of work-related illnesses
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New framework in place in June 2011 

As from 6 June 2011, when Member States have 
finished transposing its provisions into their legal 
order, EWCs will be established and will operate within 
the framework of recast Directive 2009/38/EC.

 
Negotiation at company level 

A request of 100 employees from two countries or 
an initiative of the employer triggers the process of 
creating a new EWC. The composition and functioning 
of each EWC is adapted to the specific situation of the 
company by an agreement between management 
and workers’ representatives of the different countries 
involved. Subsidiary requirements are to apply only in 
the absence of this agreement. 

The priority given to the negotiated formula within the 
companies for their establishment and operation has 
been central to the success of EWCs from their early 
days. This mechanism remains unchanged.

 
Continuity

There is no general obligation to renegotiate the 
agreements establishing EWCs in the new directive.  
In addition, since the first directive, an incentive has 
been given to the early establishment of EWCs, in 
advance of the legal requirements. Those companies 
which had agreements in place providing for 
transnational information and consultation of their 
entire workforce when the directive first took effect 
in 1996 are not subject to the obligations arising 
from the new directive. The same applies in relation 
to the extension of the directive to the UK in 1999.  
The continuity of such agreements is ensured by 
Directive 2009/38/EC.

What are European works councils for?  

European works councils (EWCs) are bodies 
representing the European employees of a company. 
Through them, workers are informed and consulted at 
transnational level by management on the progress 
of the business and any significant decision that could 
affect them. 

The right to establish EWCs was introduced by 
Directive 94/45/EC for undertakings or groups of 
undertakings employing at least 1 000 employees 
in the European Union and the other countries of 
the European Economic Area (Iceland, Liechtenstein 
and Norway) with at least 150 employees in each of 
two Member States. Some 900 EWCs represent over 
15 million employees, favouring social dialogue and 
anticipation of change in transnational companies.

 
More, and more effective, EWCs 

The legal framework for EWCs dates back to 1994 
and needed to be adapted to the evolution of the 
legislative, economic and social context and to 
be clarified. After consulting the European social 
partners and carrying out an impact assessment, 
the Commission submitted in 2008 a proposal to 
recast the directive. This new directive was adopted 
in 2009 by the European Parliament and the Council, 
with some amendments mainly suggested by the 
European social partners.

Building on the results of the existing legal framework, 
recast Directive 2009/38/EC aims, in particular, at 
ensuring the effectiveness of employees’  transnational 
information and consultation rights, at favouring the 
creation of new EWCs and at ensuring legal certainty 
in their setting up and operation.

More information

  The text of Directive 2009/38/EC of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 6 May 2009 on 
the establishment of a European works council  
or a procedure in Community-scale undertakings 
and Community-scale groups of undertakings for 
the purpose of informing and consulting employees  
(OJ L 122, 16.5.2009, p. 28) and more information can 
be found on the labour law website of the European 
Commission (http://ec.europa.eu/labour_law).

Promotion and funding

  The European Union makes efforts to support 
awareness raising and promotion of best practices 
in connection with the social partners, notably 
by funding projects of transnational cooperation, 
through a specific budget line (04.03.03.03 — 
Information, Consultation and Participation of 
representatives of undertakings), to which a sum  
of EUR 7.3 million has been allocated for 2009.

Contact points

European Commission, Directorate-General  
for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, 
Labour law, B-1049 Brussels,  
E-mail: EMPL-LABOUR-LAW@ec.europa.eu

European Trade Union Confederation, European works 
councils, B. Boyle and C. Stanzani,  
5 boulevard Roi Albert II, B-1210 Brussels,  
E-mail: bboyle@etuc.org and cstanzan@etuc.org

BusinessEurope, Social affairs, M. Cerutti,  
168 avenue de Cortenbergh, B-1000 Brussels,  
E-mail: m.cerutti@businesseurope.eu
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New rules for 
European works councils 
Insight into Directive 2009/38/EC 

New rules for European works councils
European works councils have a renewed legal framework, aimed at favouring their creation and at better informing and 
consulting employees, especially in times of restructuring. This leaflet provides an insight into the changes introduced 
by the new legislation for the establishment and operation of European works councils. It is available in English, French 
and German.

Catalogue No.: KE-31-09-123-EN-D

Gender segregation in the labour market: root causes, implications and 
policy responses in the EU 
This report on gender segregation in the labour market examines employment segregation for men and women in 
Europe through comparative analyses of trends across all 27 Member States plus Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein. 
Specifically, the report looks at the root causes of gender segregation, its consequences and the current and desirable 
policy responses. This report is available in printed format in English with French and German summaries.

Catalogue No.: KE-78-09-682-EN-C 
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Are you interested in the publications of the Directorate-General for Employment, 
Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities? 

If so, you can download them or take out a free subscription at
http://ec.europa.eu/social/publications

You are also welcome to sign up to receive  
the European Commission’s free Social Europe e-newsletter at

 http://ec.europa.eu/social/e-newsletter

http://ec.europa.eu/social

Useful websites


