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Dangerous substances are present in most workplaces.  Exposure to dangerous 
substances occurs in many workplaces – also outside of the chemical industry.  
Asbestos in buildings, solvents in metalworking, diesel exhaust fumes in garages, 
viral hepatitis in hospitals, pesticides in the agricultural sector all present a wide 
variety of threats to human health. 
 
Because of the enormous scope of the topic, statistics on dangerous substances are 
hard to come across, but we do know the following 
 
• About 32 million workers in the EU – almost a quarter of those employed! – are 

exposed to cancer-causing agents 
• 16 % of EU workers report handling dangerous substances and22% of workers 

report that they are breathing in fumes and vapours at work for at least a quarter of 
their working time2. 

• Dangerous substances contribute significantly to the 350 million working days 
lost through occupational ill health and to the suffering of over seven million 
people who are victims of occupational illnesses3.  Skin diseases and asthma are 
top occupational diseases in EU Member states and more often infectious diseases 
lead to long workplace absences. 

 
The European Agency for Safety and Health at Work has identified risks from 
dangerous substances as a key topic in its work priorities and is working in several 
areas to address the challenges they pose. 
 
To provide the right information on key safety and health topics to our different 
stakeholders is a main priority of the Agency.  For researchers, dangerous substances 
information includes a Web page with links to criteria documents used in the 
decision-making process for setting exposure limits.  For workers and employers, the 
Agency provides ‘good practice’ information, including to the substitution of organic 
solvents and asbestos. Political decision makers and social partners can find 
information about interesting prevention strategies and programmes in the Members 
states. The website also offers information from the EU and around the world on a 
wide range of related information including a special Web feature on occupational 

                                                 
1 The European Agency for Safety and Health at Work was set up by the European Union to help meet 
the information needs in the field of occupational safety and health. Based in Bilbao, Spain, the Agency 
aims to improve the lives of people at work by stimulating the flow of technical, scientific and 
economic information between all those involved in occupational safety and health issues.  
2 Third European Survey on Working Conditions 2000, European Foundation for the Improvement of 
Living and Working Conditions 
3 Source: Eurostat 



exposure limits.  In addition, the Agency provides a forum where it is possible to put 
questions in any EU language to the global net community. 
 
In 2003, the Agency and its network is organising a major awareness-raising 
campaign on the risks posed by dangerous substances across Europe including more 
than 30 countries.  The European Week for Safety and Health at Work takes place in 
October, but events are happening throughout the year 2003.  The slogan for the 
campaign is “Dangerous Substances – Handle with Care”.  
 
The key to the success of the campaign is to communicate in simple terms the 
knowledge that exists and the best practice that abounds to employers and employees, 
encouraging them to work together to identify and reduce risks. 
 
The Agency launched its campaign at the European Parliament in Strasbourg on 13 
May 2003 and all Member States, EU candidate and EFTA countries, the European 
Commission and Parliament, trade unions and employers’ federations back it actively.  
 
The campaign includes: 
 
• Information packs in all official EU Member State and Candidate Country 

languages; 
• Awareness raising posters and leaflets; 
• A multilingual website (htttp://osha.eu.int/ew2003/, including examples of good 

practice; 
• European Good Practice Awards for organisations that have most successfully 

dealt with the problem of dangerous substances; 
• Special events across Europe to bring the key messages of the campaign to life in 

all organisations, large and small, public and private. Last year, when the Agency 
highlighted the issue of work-related stress, there were literally thousands of EU-
wide events, many co-ordinated by the Agency's network of national Focal Points. 

 
The campaign will culminate in October 2003 with the European Week for Safety and 
Health at Work. All safety and health institutions and organisations, trade unions, 
companies, managers, employees and safety representatives are invited to take part 
and organise their own events during this Week. These activities can include special 
audits and risk assessments in the workplace; training; distribution of information 
about dangerous substances; and schemes that encourage employees and their 
representatives to participate in the event, including linking up with other 
organisations.  
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What is the Agency?

• The European Union organisation 
responsible for occupational safety 
and health information

• Contributes to make Europe´s 
workplaces safer, healthier and 
more productive

• Acts as a catalyst for developing, 
collecting, analysing and 
disseminating information in co-
operation with its Europe-wide 
network of Focal Points



http://agency.osha.eu.int/



Dangerous Substances 
Situation in the EU

• 16% of EU workers report handling 
dangerous substances, 22%  being exposed 
to toxic vapours

• Skin diseases and asthma top occupational 
diseases in EU Member States

• Infectious diseases lead to long workplace 
absences

• 16 Mio registered chemical substances 
100000 marketed, 30000 commonly used

• for estimated about 20000 substances used 
in the workplace additional toxicological 
data are needed



Dangerous substances 
Agency activities

• Website information online - good 
practice
– Occupational exposure limits
– Frequently asked questions
– Good practice examples
– Links to Member state information

• European Week 2003 activities and 
products

• Research activities - Criteria 
documents



Website Information on Good 
Practice - Dangerous Substances
• Information on Occupational Exposure 

Limits 
• Case studies
• By industry/sector 
• By process 
• By substance or substance group
• Risk Assessment 
• Health effects 
• Policy 
• Training 
• Frequently asked questions





What is European Week 2003 ?

• Europe’s largest annual OSH 
information campaign

• Campaign objectives:
– Increase awareness and 

understanding of risks in the 
workplace 

– Promote good practice solutions
• Theme: Prevention of risks posed

by dangerous subtances
• Slogan: “Dangerous Substances -

Handle with Care”





Why dangerous substances?

• Potential risks affect all sectors
• The impact on workers includes:

– Occupational and other work-related 
diseases

– Accidents at work
– Negative influence on the well-being 

of workers
• Business risks through reduced 

productivity and company liability
• DS risks can be prevented



Key messages
• Most workplaces are concerned
• Don’t forget the substances produced 

during work (dusts, fumes, mists, 
microorganisms)!

• Substitution is possible
• Risk assessment is essential
• Information has to be brought to 

workplaces
• Information has to be translated for 

workers and employers into practical 
guidance

• Hints and links to guidance and practical 
solutions



Campaign model

• October 2003 - Decentralised European 
campaign

• Partnership approach - Agency, Focal 
Points, Social Partners, EU institutions, 
EU presidency

• EU, EFTA & Candidate Countries

• Agency Support

• European Good Practice Award

• Closing Event



EW 2003 Campaign material (1)

• Poster and EW leaflet
• Six Fact sheets

- Introduction to DS in the 
workplace

- Elimination and Substitution of DS
- What users need to know
- Respiratory sensitisers
- Skin sensitisers
- Biohazards





Factsheet 33: Introduction

• A strong EU legislative framework
• Employers have to assess risks due to 

dangerous substances
• Hierarchy of control measures with 

substitution as a priority
• Include substances generated during 

work 
• Successful control brings benefits
• Occupational Exposure limits laid 

down in EU and Member States





Factsheet 34: Substitution

• Substitution top priority EU 
strategy

• Where to start
• Guides for substitution
• Benefits from substitution
• A practical example: The Danish 

MAL-KODE for paints





Factsheet 35: 
Communicating information about DS

• Extensive regulations on classification 
and labelling of chemicals

• Labels and Safety data sheets
• Where to look for information on non-

labelled substances
• Examples of useful information systems
• Checklist for information to workers
• Checklist for good communication 

between employer and workers



EW 2003 Campaign material (2)

• A Report: Case studies of 
successful communication 
measures for the transmission of 
information relating to DS

• Magazine
• Website: dedicated multilingual

information resource for the Week 
and in the future

http://osha.eu.int/ew2003/





Good Practice award scheme

• Recognition of outstanding 
contributions to risk prevention

• National nominations / European jury

• Good practices published: on Agency 
and national websites and booklet

• Awards presented at Closing event





Good Practice Awards – criteria

• Real improvements
• Sustainability across time
• Good consultation between 

management and the workforce
• Compliance with relevant 

legislative requirements 
• Possibility of transfer to other 

workplaces and other Member 
States



Colloquium and Closing event

• Closing event 24 November
– Expert workshops 
– Colloquium - policy 

perspectives
– Good practice award 

ceremony 
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