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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION

on a new EU strategic framework on health and safety at work post 2020 (including a 
better protection of workers from exposure to harmful substances, stress at work and 
repetitive motion injuries)
(2021/2165(INI))
The European Parliament,

– having regard to Article 3 of the Treaty on European Union,

– having regard to Article 153 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union,

– having regard to Article 3 of the European Social Charter of the Council of Europe,

– having regard to Article 3 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union,

– having regard to the International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions and 
recommendations in the field of health and safety at work,

– having regard to the United Nations’ 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), in 
particular target 8.8 entitled ‘Protect labour rights and promote safe working 
environments’,

– having regard to the European Pillar of Social Rights, in particular principles 5 to 10 
thereof, proclaimed jointly on 17 November 2017 by Parliament, the Council and the 
Commission (the Pillar),

– having regard to the Commission’s European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan of 
4 March 2021,

– having regard to the European Council Porto Declaration of 8 May 2021,

– having regard to the Commission communication of 28 June 2021 entitled ‘The EU 
Strategic Framework on Health and Safety at Work 2021-2027 – Occupational safety 
and health in a changing world of work’ (COM(2021)0323), 

– having regard to the Commission communication of 3 February 2021 entitled ‘Europe’s 
Beating Cancer Plan’ (COM(2021)0044), 

– having regard to the European Social Partners Framework Agreements on Telework 
(2002) and Digitalisation (2020),

– having regard to the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (EU-OSHA) 
guidelines of 24 April 2020 entitled ‘COVID-19: back to the workplace – adapting 
workplaces and protecting workers’,

– having regard to its resolution of 17 December 2020 on a strong social Europe for Just 
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Transitions1,

– having regard to its resolution of 21 January 2021 on its recommendations to the 
Commission on the right to disconnect2,

– having regard to its resolution of 19 June 2020 on the protection of cross-border and 
seasonal workers in the context of the COVID-19 crisis3,

– having regard to Rule 54 of its Rules of Procedure,

– having regard to the report of the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs 
(A9-0000/2021),

A. whereas 20 % of jobs in Europe are of poor quality and put workers at increased risk 
regarding their health; whereas 14 % of workers have been exposed to a high level of 
psychosocial risks4; whereas 23 % of European workers believe that their safety or their 
health is at risk because of their work;

B. whereas cancer is the leading cause of work-related deaths, accounting for 52 % of all 
work-related deaths in the EU; whereas carcinogens contribute to an estimated 100 000 
occupational cancer deaths in the workplace every year5; 

C. whereas exposure to asbestos claims around 88 000 lives in Europe annually, 
accounting for 55-75 % of lung cancers developed at work, and whereas asbestos is the 
main cause of lung cancer, responsible for 45 % of cases6; whereas it is estimated that 
mortality rates from this exposure will continue to increase into the late 2020s and the 
2030s7; 

D. whereas over a quarter of workers in Europe experience excessive work-related stress; 
whereas 51 % of EU workers say stress is common in their workplace and nearly 80 % 
of managers are concerned about work-related stress8; whereas there are significant 
variations between the Member States’ legislation on psychosocial risks;

E. whereas the COVID-19 pandemic has caused a rapid increase in teleworking; whereas 
remote working is proven to have a strong impact on the organisation of working time 
by increasing flexibility and workers’ constant availability9; whereas it is expected that 
the uptake of remote working and teleworking will remain higher than before the 

1 Texts adopted, P9_TA(2020)0371.
2 Texts adopted, P9_TA(2021)0021.
3 Texts adopted, P9_TA(2020)0176.
4 ‘Sixth European Working Conditions Survey – Overview report (2017 update)’, Eurofound, 2017, Publications 
Office of the European Union, Luxembourg.
5 ‘An international comparison of the cost of work-related accidents and illnesses’, EU-OSHA, 2017.
6 Takala, J., Working paper – ‘Eliminating occupational cancer in Europe and globally’, 2015, p. 6.
7 ‘Global Asbestos Disaster’, International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 2018). 
8 ‘Psychosocial risks in Europe: Prevalence and strategies for prevention’, Eurofound and EU-OSHA, 2014, 
Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg. 
9  ‘Working anytime, anywhere: The effects on the world of work’, Eurofound and the International Labour Office, 
2017, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, and the International Labour Office, Geneva. 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2017/working-anytime-anywhere-the-effects-on-the-world-of-work
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2017/working-anytime-anywhere-the-effects-on-the-world-of-work
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COVID-19 crisis or that it will even increase further10;

F. whereas people who regularly work from home are more than twice as likely to work in 
excess of the requisite maximum 48 hours per week and are at risk of resting for less 
than the requisite 11 hours between working days; whereas almost 30 % of teleworkers 
report working in their free time every day or several times a week11;

G. whereas the COVID-19 crisis has exposed the vulnerability of non-standard workers, 
including platform and self-employed workers; whereas platform work in the labour 
market is highly likely to continue growing; whereas self-employed workers are 
excluded from the scope of application of the strategic framework for health and safety 
at work, as they are not covered by the EU legislation on occupational health and safety;

H. whereas disturbing reports regarding breaches of cross-border and seasonal workers’ 
rights in terms of working and living conditions have surfaced during the pandemic;

I. whereas the ILO recommendation advocates one labour inspector per 10 000 workers;

1. Welcomes the Commission’s strategic framework and, in particular, the introduction of 
the Vision Zero approach to work-related accidents and diseases; calls on the 
Commission to expand the Vision Zero approach to other injuries and accidents, as well 
as physical and mental attrition; calls on the Commission to significantly increase the 
focus on prevention strategies; calls for the ambitious implementation of the 7-year 
plan, also in the light of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, and believes that strong 
legislative action is needed on several aspects of EU policy on occupational health and 
safety in order to complement the variety of soft measures envisaged in order to make 
Vision Zero a reality; calls for a clear focus on workers’ participation in the Vision Zero 
approach;

2. Calls for Directive 2004/37/EC of 29 April 2004 on the protection of workers from the 
risks related to exposure to carcinogens or mutagens at work to be updated on a 
continual basis and in an ambitious timeframe, ensuring that occupational exposure 
limits contained in the directive exist for a minimum of 50 priority substances by 2024; 
calls for the inclusion of reprotoxic substances and hazardous medicinal products in the 
scope of the directive;

3. Welcomes the Commission’s commitment to present in 2022 a legislative proposal to 
further reduce workers’ exposure to asbestos; calls on the Commission to be ambitious 
in its endeavours to achieve the total ban of asbestos and with regard to its zero 
accidents at work vision, and to update the exposure limit for asbestos to 0.001 
fibres/cm3 (1 000 fibres/m3); stresses the need for an EU framework directive for 
national asbestos removal strategies, including public asbestos registers; 

4. Believes that Council Directive 89/391/EEC on the introduction of measures to 
encourage improvements in the safety and health of workers at work has not proven 

10 ‘Teleworking in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic: enabling conditions for a successful transition’, 
European Trade Union Institute, 2021, Brussels.
11 ‘Telework and ICT-based mobile work: Flexible working in the digital age’, New forms of employment series, 
Eurofound, 2020, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg.
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effective enough for the assessment and management of psychosocial risks; recalls its 
request that the Commission include in the Strategic Framework for Occupational 
Safety and Health the right to disconnect and, explicitly, that it develop new 
psychosocial measures as part of the framework; calls on the Commission, in this 
regard, to step up the ambition of the Strategic Framework for Occupational Safety and 
Health; calls on the Commission to propose a directive on psychosocial risks and well-
being at work aimed at the efficient prevention in the workplace of, inter alia, anxiety, 
depression, burnout and stress; calls on the Commission to aim for the recognition of 
anxiety, depression and burnout as occupational diseases, to establish mechanisms for 
their prevention and the reintegration into the workplace of affected employees, and to 
shift from individual-level actions to a work organisation approach;

5. Welcomes the fact that the Commission is strengthening the gender focus on 
occupational safety and health; calls on the Commission to propose a legal act based on 
the framework agreement on harassment and violence at work, and to ensure that the 
fight against workplace violence and harassment applies regardless of the reason for the 
harassment and that it is not limited to cases based on discriminatory grounds; calls on 
the Member States’ governments to ratify ILO Convention No 190 to put in place the 
necessary laws and policy measures to prevent and address violence and harassment in 
the world of work;

6. Welcomes the Commission’s intention to present by the end of 2021 a legislative 
initiative to improve the working conditions of platform workers; calls on the 
Commission to ensure that the proposal guarantees rights for all platform workers for a 
healthy and safe working environment; 

7. Calls on the Commission to guarantee that all workers, including non-standard workers, 
workers in platform companies and the self-employed are covered by occupational 
safety and health (OSH) legislation and policies; 

8. Calls on the Commission to include health and safety in all EU strategies and policies 
on the green and digital transitions, including on artificial intelligence (AI);

The COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on work

9. Recalls the commitment by the Commission to assess the need for further actions to 
improve the functioning of the existing EU regulatory framework for health and safety 
and the need to amend the Biological Agents Directive; calls on the Commission to 
conduct, without delay, a targeted revision of the Biological Agents Directive, drawing 
on the lessons learned from the unprecedented crisis with a view to better preparedness 
and response planning in all workplaces;

10. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to improve research and data 
collection and to conduct a detailed assessment of problems with health and safety 
associated with teleworking; 

11. Calls on the Commission to propose a legislative framework with a view to establishing 
minimum requirements for remote work across the Union; stresses that such a 
framework should clarify working conditions, including the provision, use and liability 
of equipment, including as regards existing and new digital tools, and that it should 
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ensure that such work is carried out on a voluntary basis and that the rights, workload 
and performance standards of teleworkers are equivalent to those of comparable 
workers;

12. Calls on the Commission to propose a directive on minimum standards and conditions 
to ensure that workers are able to exercise effectively their right to disconnect and to 
regulate the use of existing and new digital tools for work purposes;

13. Welcomes the Commission’s commitment to revise Directive 90/270/EEC laying down 
minimum safety and health requirements for work with display screen equipment; calls 
on the Commission to be more ambitious in this regard and to propose a directive on 
work-related musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs);

14. Repeats its call on the Commission to undertake an urgent study of the situation of the 
employment and health and safety conditions of cross-border and seasonal workers, 
including the role of temporary work agencies, recruiting agencies, other intermediaries 
and subcontractors, with a view to identifying protection gaps and the need to revise the 
existing legislative framework as well as pandemic-proofing;

Implementation and enforcement

15. Calls on the Member States to implement the ILO recommendation of one labour 
inspector per 10 000 workers; calls on the Commission to conduct a survey on how 
labour inspectorates conduct the inspections and on their scope and content;

16. Stresses the need to recognise and involve social partners in the implementation and 
enforcement of the OSH legislative framework; calls on the Commission and the 
Member States to ensure the involvement of social partners in the formulation of all EU 
and national policies and in measures taken at all levels;

°

° °

17. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council, the Commission and the 
national parliaments.
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

The European Pillar of Social Rights principle 10 states that workers have the right to a high 
level of protection of health and safety at work. The EU occupational safety and health 
legislation takes up an essential role to secure this principle and protect almost 170 million 
workers in the European Union. The revision of the strategy for the years 2021-2027 brings a 
unique opportunity to set out the key priorities and actions necessary for the upcoming years 
in not only a post-pandemic world, but also a world where old jobs are disappearing and new 
jobs will take over in a continent with significant green, technological and demographic changes. 
It is the key role of the European Union to tackle these transitions and protect workers at all times.

The COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly has had the most dramatic impact on the working life 
of millions of Europeans. Front-line personnel was under tremendous pressure, but their work 
became more visible, appreciated and respected than ever before. Working from home was 
introduced for the first time for many of us. What before seemed to be impossible, doing large 
parts of your work at home, has been thoroughly tested and is now beginning to be seen as an 
advantage for workers to increase the flexibility of their working days and work-life balance.

The pandemic has, however, proven that European health and safety regulation has not been 
fit to adapt to the rapid changes due to global pandemic causes. It is of utmost importance that 
workers, even in unforeseen changes and threats to their health and safety, can expect a proper 
level of protection at the workplace. The Biological Agents directive has been a clear example 
of a directive which was not adapted to the pandemic situation, but has greatest relevance for 
workers’ exposure to viruses at the workplace.

With new advantages such as the increased flexibility of teleworking, the responsibility 
comes along with securing and updating the occupational safety and health legislation and 
strategy to correspond to the new realities of the digital age. The COVID-pandemic has 
created a momentum to take active action for a better mental health at work. It is time that we 
take seriously problems of stress, anxiety, depression, harassment and burnout, as well as the 
negative impact on workers’ work-life balance when working in their free time.

Protecting people from health and safety hazards is a key element of achieving decent 
working conditions for everyone. No one should risk an accident, long-term illness or losing 
their lives by going to work. It must be a fundamental principle that all workers, regardless of 
the type of employment, size of employer or Member State of employment, have the right to 
the highest level of protection at the workplace. A changing labour market with new digital 
solutions and new ways of working, for example on digital platforms, must be accompanied 
by adaptions to the European health and safety legislation.

Whether you work in front of a screen, perform heavy lifts or work under challenging 
working conditions, you must be guaranteed the prevention from long-term effects, disability 
and musculoskeletal disorders. It is crucial that concrete efforts are made to lay down 
minimum safety and health requirements for work to prevent musculoskeletal consequences 
caused by work.

Statistics on work-related deaths show that cancer is still the most dominant threat to workers’ 
lives, making up 52% of all work-related deaths. There is a great need to take cancer 
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seriously. This is why we have strongly welcomed the introduction of a “Vision Zero” 
approach in the occupational strategy and asked for ambitious initiatives to fulfil this vision. 
However, the “Vision Zero” approach must not be reduced to a target to only protect workers 
from work-related deaths. It must become a vision of active prevention of work-related 
injuries and physical and mental attrition. The principle of prevention at the workplace must 
be formally integrated in policies at EU, national and company level.

To achieve a fully effective prevention strategy, a strong focus on research and data collection 
is needed. Little is known about the underlying causes of occupational circulatory diseases, 
such as heart disease or stroke, despite being the second-largest cause of work-related deaths. 
This counts as well for the development of new technologies, new types of work and 
demographic changes. We need prompt reactions when data show evidence of negative 
impacts on health and safety.

Health and safety regulations will have no real impact if proper enforcement and 
implementation is not guaranteed by Member States. It is most vital that we explore new 
enforcement tools, strengthen labour authorities and that the European Labour Authority plays 
a fundamental role in securing the compliance with health and safety regulation. It is 
important to remind Member States that companies can strongly benefit from the assistance 
and information provided by labour inspectors as regards preventive measures.

Finally, a strong social dialogue, workers’ representation and a keen management 
commitment to high occupational health and safety standards are crucial to succeed in risk 
prevention of illnesses and accidents. There is still far more we can do at Member States and 
EU-level, to provide training as well as to promote the involvement of health and safety 
representatives at workplaces.


