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The essence of health and safety in the workplace is that everybody counts.
Each worker — no matter what the job — is a valued individual.

In the European Community (EC) these issues are of concern to 138 million
workers and their families: if an accident or disease at the workplace causes a
person to die, to stop working or to earn less money, that person’s whole family
suffers.

It also makes hard-headed financial sense to have good health, hygiene and safety
standards at work. Every year 10 times more days are lost by industrial injury and
disease than by strikes. Companies cannot function as effectively if the workers
trained to do a job are missing from their posts. Evidence from industry shows
that safe workplaces are more efficient, more productive and therefore more
profitable,

Yet today in the EC 7 % of the money spent on health benefits each year still
goes to people injured in accidents at work or suffering from occupational
illnesses. Experts say that many work-related accidents and nearly all occupa-
tional diseases are preventable.

If this is so, what is being done to make safer working conditions a reality for
everyone in the Community? Both the individual Member States and the EC
institutions have responsibilities in this field.

When the 12 Member States of the EC signed the Single European Act in- 1986,
they agreed to harmonize minimum regulations on health and safety in the
working environment across the EC, and then to encourage improvements in
those standards in order to guarantee workers a better level of protection. The
harmonization does not prevent Member States from keeping or introducing
stricter measures in conformity with the Treaty.” This was part of the Member
States’ agreement to create a true European inteznal-market by the end of 1992,
removing the remaining obstacles to the free movemént of goods, services, people
and capital across their borders,
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Many people wonder why the EC institutions néec;il to get involved in these
questions. Why can’t worker health and safety problems be dealt with by each
Member State alone? o

One reason is that from its start a basic objective of the Community has been to
achieve better living standards and better working conditions for the people of
Europe. Another reason is that the Member States need to have common rules
and regulations if they want to form a true internal market.

1 EC citizens are free to work in any Member State and it is now easier for EC
companies to open offices and plants anywhere in the Community. Workers
need to be assured that no matter where they are employed in the EC, they
will have similar protection under the law.

O Maintaining good health and safety standards at work can cost industry money
but can benefit the community. It is important that companies who are
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providing good conditions are not further penalized in comparison with their
competitors. Thus to enable firms in the different Member States to trade and
compete on an equal basis, they must be required to obey similar health and
safety standards.

O Similar standards also prevent firms from locating their most dangerous
facilities in the countries with the most lenient rules. Suppose a company
wishes to use a hazardous chemical in a manufacturing process and the laws of
only some Member States forbid use of that chemical. Instead of finding a less
dangerous ingredient or process, the company might build its plant in a
Member State with no such protective law.

So those responsible for worker health and safety in the EC institutions and in the
Member States need to work together to set safe standards which are met
everywhere in the Community.

The first steps at European level

The European institutions have been concerned with worker health and safety
from the start, when the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) was
founded in 1951. Their increased involvement with these issues over the years
reflects the changes in our society, the tremendous growth and development of
technology, and our greater understanding of the risks in the workplace.

The ECSC Treaty was in fact a landmark in this field, for it was the first
international economic agreement to incorporate occupational safety in its main
text. Article 55 gave ECSC officials the right to initiate and finance research into
worker safety in the coal and steel industries and to circulate the findings to all
those concerned in the Community.

Since then the Community has stimulated, encouraged and funded hundreds of
research studies dealing with hygiene, health and safety in the coal and steel
industries. This research has led to progress in diagnosing work-related diseases,
setting up preventive health procedures, introducing new medical treatments,
designing safety and rescue systems in the mines and plants, building safety into
the design of new tools, machines, and processes in these industries, and giving
health and safety a high priority in the organization of work activity for miners
and steelworkers.

As the graph shows, since the 1950s there has been a steady increase in the
productivity of the EC coal industry with a steady decrease in accidents in the
mines. Over this same period the average life expectancy of a coal-miner in one of
the original Member States has increased by nearly 20 years.

People in the original six ECSC countries became horribly aware of the European
dimension of worker health and safety and the need for more formal Community
involvement when there was a tragic mining accident in Marcinelle—Ralsisny i
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