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Protecting workers from asbestos 
Asbestos is the one of the main causes of work-related cancers, despite its EU-wide ban in 2005. Asbestos-related 
risks persist and will be a health-risk factor in the context of the European Green Deal 'renovation wave', aimed 
at helping make buildings fit for a climate-neutral Europe. A legislative-initiative report setting out proposals for 
a 'European strategy for the removal of all asbestos' (ESRAA) is expected to be put to the vote during the 
October II plenary session.  

Background 
As underlined in an EPRS European added value assessment published in March 2021, asbestos was 
commonly used for trade and industrial purposes due to its qualities (durability and resistance to heat, fire, 
electricity and chemicals, along with the low cost of mining and production), before the discovery of its 
serious health risks. Asbestos-related risks persist when works (by construction workers, but also 'do-it-
yourself' workers) linked to the maintenance, demolition or renovation of buildings result in substantial 
exposure to asbestos. Asbestos is still found in many buildings and infrastructure built before 2005, when 
the EU banned asbestos. Many people therefore live or work in buildings containing asbestos. Exposure to 
asbestos can lead to high risks of developing disease, including asbestosis, lung, larynx, and ovarian cancer, 
and mesothelioma (a cancer of the pleural and peritoneal linings). Asbestos causes between 30 000 and 
90 000 deaths per year in the EU. Asbestos is still in use in countries such as China, India and Russia. 

European Commission 
In the letter of intent accompanying her State of the Union address to the European Parliament on 
15 September 2021, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen announced the intention to put 
forward a legislative proposal to further protect workers from the risks related to exposure to asbestos at 
work (under the heading of 'An Economy that Works for People'). The Commission had already proposed 
to update Directive 2009/148/EC on asbestos at work in the 'Europe's Beating Cancer' plan. In its June 2021 
EU strategic framework on health and safety at work 2021-2027, it noted that, in the light of the latest 
scientific evidence, the exposure limit value for asbestos needs to be lowered.  

European Parliament position 
The European Parliament had already adopted a resolution on asbestos related occupational health threats 
in March 2013, in which it had called on the European Union to develop a model for asbestos screening and 
registration in the Member States. On 27 September 2021, Parliament's Committee on Employment and 
Social Affairs (EMPL) adopted an own-initiative legislative report with recommendations to the Commission 
on protecting workers from asbestos (under Rule 47 of Parliament's rules of procedure). It recommends the 
Commission present a 'European strategy for the removal of all asbestos' (ESRAA) in the EU, with an 
integrated approach connecting several policy areas to safely remove all asbestos from the built 
environment, while strengthening the protection of workers and the support for victims and their families, 
and taking the owners of the buildings into consideration. Besides the call to update the asbestos exposure 
limits value, which should be set at 0.001 fibres/cm3, the EMPL committee supports, among other things: a 
proposal to update Directive 2009/148/EC; a legislative proposal for the recognition of occupational 
diseases and minimum standards for the compensation of victims of asbestos-related occupational 
diseases; and a legislative proposal for the mandatory screening of buildings.  

Legislative-initiative report: 2019/2182(INL); Committee responsible: EMPL; Rapporteur: Nikolaj Villumsen (The Left, 
Denmark). 
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