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                        Occupational Cancer 
 

Introduction 

 
As the industrial landscape changes from a manufacturing based economy to a service 
based one the latest statistics on workplace fatalities from HSE, as yet not verified, show 
another fall to 131 workplace deaths in 2014/5. While one death at work is one too many 
perhaps we should now take the opportunity to focus on a much bigger workplace 
problem, namely Occupational Health, and in particular Occupational Cancer. We need to 
do this both nationally and internationally. 
 

What is the scale of the problem? 

 
In a year there are over half a million minutes, and for each one of those minutes over one 
person dies of occupational cancer somewhere in the world. Many of these deaths could 
be prevented with minimal effort, but preventive measures are blocked by a mixture of 
toxic marketing and regulatory failure. It is now the next generation of workers who will go 
to an early grave from these unnecessary exposures. 
These are not mysterious diseases. There exists decades of evidence about the causes, 
and enough early warnings to avoid a new generation of killers. However instead of 
practising prevention there is a cocktail of denial and deceit, from manufacturers, 
employers and governments leading to more people than at any time in history developing 
tumours related to their job. In essence as long as there is money to be made industrial 
employers will continue to insist that some of the deadliest killers in history continue to be 
used, and deny that they cause serious harm. 
 

Are there any examples of this negligence? 

 
In May 2015 it is almost certain that the Rotterdam Convention, which meets to list 
hazardous substances that should have a warning to countries importing the substances, 
will not agree that white asbestos, chrysotile, a known carcinogen should be on this list. 
Remember this is not a ban on the deadly fibre, just a warning!. This is a clear example of 
an industry protecting its’ own markets as those who vote on the decision include some of 
the biggest exporters of asbestos, including Russia. 
It is also well known that Benzene has caused cancer for over 50 years but industry still 
defends its’ use, particularly in the petro-chemical industry. All the major, well known 
companies such as Shell, BP & Chevron contributed to a major study for most of the last 
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decade. This was designed to put off any compensation claims and protect the product 
from stronger regulation. This particular tactic has been well learned from the tobacco 
industry of the 1950’s and 1960’s. In the industry profit and loss sheet it is the workers 
who lose. 
 

Why do governments not act on these substances? 

 
Quite simply these massive, multi- national, companies through the numbers they employ, 
the taxes they pay and the influence they have on both local and national economies use 
their influence on governments to ensure a light regulatory touch. Recently the EU has 
blocked a revision of EU rules on cancer causing and mutagenic( which affects the body 
at cellular level) exposure at work in the name of “better regulation”. This means that 
currently there are only three cancer inducing materials that have an occupational 
exposure level, which should not be exceeded, in Europe. In the USA proposals to tighten 
up the exposure limits are strung out for decades. 
 

Who is likely to get occupational cancer? 

 
The official statistics are that these types of cancer are largely suffered by blue collar , 
predominately male workers. But the statistics, like industry, do not tell the whole truth. 
This is because substances known as Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals (EDC’s) are 
implicated in the growth of breast cancer rates among female workers across a wide 
range of industries. These include agriculture, plastics, food packaging, metal 
manufacturing and the bar and gaming industries. Unsurprisingly these industries are not 
looking at preventive measures but are asking for lighter regulations. 
 

Conclusion 

 
It is clear that hazardous exposure at work for infections such as Ebola to pesticides and 
solvents kill far more workers than workplace accidents. If we are to change this we need 
to remove toxic exposures from the workplace and make this the centre of any trade union 
activity. There is nothing inevitable about toxic exposure at work. Over 40 countries, 
including all the EU now ban asbestos use, though there is still a legacy on dealing with 
the asbestos that remains in buildings. So why should the workers of India, Brazil or Sri 
Lanka not be allowed the same protection?  They will not be the victims of bad luck, rather 
they will be the victims of bad corporate behaviour. 
A new International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) workplace cancer web site 
www.cancerhazards.org now provides trade union reps with the latest news on 
occupational cancer, including emerging scientific evidence, and trade union initiatives to 
combat this deadly workplace scourge. There is also an ITUC guide at http://www.ituc-
csi.org/toxic-work-stop-death-exposure. For more information on this or other health and 
safety matters please contact Daniel.shears@gmb.org.uk or John.mcclean@gmb.org.uk  
 
 
 
 


