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t he European Academy 
of Dermatology and 
Venereology (EADV) 
is the biggest interna-

tional association of dermatologists 
and veneorologists in Europe, with 
over 4500 active members. One of 
our core missions is to advocate for 
patients with skin diseases. It is well 
known and widely accepted that 
skin cancer is the most frequent 
type of cancer. The link between skin 
cancer and chronic sun exposure 
is well established, and the public 
has been made aware of it very 
effectively. However, while the 
public has been educated on the 
risks of recreational sun exposure, 
not enough attention has been 

R a i s i n g  a w a R e n e s s

C o n t e n t s

given to the fact that outdoor 
workers are heavily exposed to sun 
during their working lives. In fact, 
outdoor workers are twice as likely 
to develop skin cancer compared 
to the general population. Indeed, 
some of the most severe skin 
cancers seen by dermatologists 
occur in outdoor workers, such as 
farmers and construction workers. 

This fact is frequently under-
estimated. The latency from sun 
exposure to the actual development 
of tumours may last up to several 
decades and many of these tumours 
are noticed after retirement. In ad-
dition, sun induced skin cancers can 
arise at multiple sites simultaneous-
ly and removal of one tumour does 
not protect against the emergence 
of new ones on other skin sites, 
which makes skin cancer a disease 
which requires life-long monitoring. 

As a result, the EADV has 
launched a Global Call to Action 

urging policymakers, employers, 
workers’ organisations and physi-
cians to protect Europe’s outdoor 
workers from skin cancer caused by 
the sun. The Call was launched at 
a policy debate in the European Par-
liament organised in collaboration 
with the Association of European 
Cancer Leagues (ECL) and the MEPs 
Against Cancer group (MAC). Dur-
ing the debate, key experts from the 
EADV, WHO, European Commission 
and workers’ unions, took the floor 
to expose the danger of solar UV 
radiation to the health and safety 
of Europe’s outdoor workers. 

The EADV is committed to raising 
awareness of this important issue. 
This publication aims to inform key 
stakeholders and policymakers on 
the problem at hand, providing 
all available data and offering 
solutions with regard to prevention 
and legislative measures. Thank you 
for taking the time to read it. 



30 May 2016 Parliament magazine | 3www.theparliamentmagazine.eu

Protecting euroPe’s outdoor Workers

D id you know that 
skin cancer is the 
most common form 
of cancer and that 

each year between two and three 
million people worldwide are 
diagnosed with non-melanoma 
skin cancer (NMSC)?  

With an average annual 
increase of three to eight per cent 
in fair-skinned populations in 
Australia, Europe, the US and 
Canada over the last 30 years, 

NMSC is the most common and, if 
detected early enough, one of the 
few curable types of cancer. Yet 
incidences, according to all expert 
prognoses, are set to increase.

The effects of recreational solar 
UV radiation inducing skin cancer 
are largely recognised, and numer-
ous national campaigns have been 
launched over the past decades as 
a response to this fact. However, 
with a workforce of approx. 14.5 
million occupied for at least 75 per 
cent of their work time outdoors, 
in Europe alone, attention to the 
invisible risk of UV exposure in the 
development of occupational skin 
cancer has been vastly neglected.  

This is all the more astonishing 

as recent studies show that outdoor 
workers are at a twofold risk of 
developing NMSC compared to 
the general population. Also, no 
exposure limits for outdoor work-
ers prevail. Affected workers still 
go unnoticed, un(der)reported, 
unscreened, uncared for at early 
stages, and uncompensated.

Awareness raising campaigns 
addressing the general population 
seem to bear results: people´s 
knowledge on solar UV radiation 
risks and on their sun protection 
behaviour has increased. Why 
then shouldn´t this be possible 
for occupational skin cancer? 
Do we have to wait until skin 
cancer is the highest health care 
expenditure of all cancers across 
Europe to draw attention to outdoor 
workers’ number one enemy? 

We say no. Since 2012, the 
European Academy of Dermatology 
and Venereology (EADV), with the 

support of the members of the all-
party MEPs Against Cancer (MAC) 
group, the Association of European 
Cancer Leagues (ECL), and the WHO 
has been drawing attention to this 
challenge among key stakeholders 
to get their commitment to engage 
actively in preventing occupa-
tional skin cancer and improve the 
legislative framework to protect 
outdoor workers more effectively.  

Reducing the risks of sun 
exposure could be quite simple, not 
only through raising awareness but 
by implementing – mostly cheap 
– measures to prevent sunlight 
exposure and by educating workers 
and employers to achieve a change 
in sun protection behaviour. 

Obviously, measures need to be 
adapted to the target group: Studies 
show that uptake of sun protection 
by outdoor workers is affected by an 
interplay of workplace and personal 
factors. Outdoor workers often 
have lower health literacy and are 
unaware of the serious dangers of 
working unprotected under the sun. 

Employers rarely undertake health 
surveillance, seldom introduce 
organisational changes at the work-
site and provide poor or no instruc-
tions on adequate sun protection. 
Yet, what seems to make a differ-
ence to sun safe behavior is percep-
tion of workplace support, including 
proper safety and health regula-
tions. The role of leadership seems 
particularly crucial in this context. 

The multi-stakeholder policy 
debate and the Global Call to Ac-
tion aim to mobilising policymakers 
in tackling these so far unmet 
pressing political, medical and 
health and safety needs in this 
field of occupational health. 

Only through concerted actions will Europe 
be able to get to grips with the rising 
occupational health threat of skin cancers, 
says Swen Malte John

Fighting outdoor workers’ 
number one enemy

Prof. Swen Malte 
John is Chair of 
EADV’s media and PR 
committee
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I n June 2014 the European 
Commission published its 
communication on an EU 
strategic framework on health 

and safety at work, proposing a 
range of policy actions to be imple-
mented under seven key strategic 
objectives between 2014-2020. 
One of these objectives was to sim-
plify existing legislation, as part of 
a review of all EU health and safety 
at work legislation, which, although 
planned to be completed by the 
end of 2015, still hasn’t been. This 
is part of the Commission’s wider 
REFIT regulatory fitness and per-
formance programme which seeks 
to simplify or withdraw EU laws, 
ease the burden on businesses and 
aid implementation, under the so-
called “Better Regulation” process.

There are 24 occupational health 
and safety directives under review. 
Added to this is the revision of the 
carcinogens or mutagens at work 
directive. All forms of exposure are 
covered by the directive, including 
absorption into and through the 
skin. However, it is worth noting 
that the directive only applies to 
the substances listed in its Annex I; 
other substances may be covered 

by one of the other 24 occupational 
health and safety directives.

Another policy instrument of 
potential relevance is the European 
schedule of occupational diseases; 
essentially a list of occupational 
diseases that the European Com-
mission recommends EU member 
states introduce into their national 
legislation. The European schedule 
is not part of the Commission’s 
legislative review process as it 
comprises so-called “soft-law” as 
opposed to legislation. However, 
although only a recommendation, 

the schedule should be updated 
to reflect the fact that there is a 
direct link between outdoor work 
and non-melanoma skin cancer 
caused by solar UV radiation.

Let’s go back to these 24 direc-
tives. One of those currently under 
review, is the artificial optical 
radiation directive (2006/25/EC), 
which lays down limit values for 
exposures of workers to artificial 
optical radiation to eyes and 
skin but completely excludes the 
continuous exposure of workers 
to natural UV radiation. The 

EADV’s  Global Call to Action asks 
for a revision of this directive to 
include solar UV radiation within 
its scope. This will pave the way to 
recognising non-melanoma skin 
cancer (NMSC) as an occupational 
disease for outdoor workers and 
improve the legislative framework 
that protects European workers 
from occupational threats.

The Commission has, up to 
now, been unclear about when the 
review process will end, what we 
can expect from it and, more im-

portantly, whether 
the final result 
is just simply to 
remove any ‘unnec-
essary’ legislation. 
The Commission 
keeps pointing 
to the workplace 
health and safety 
framework direc-
tive, arguing that 
in the absence of 
a specific legal in-
strument this is the 
key text which lays 

down clear provisions on the obli-
gations of workers and employers 
to ascertain the risks likely to arise 
at the workplace by means of a 
risk assessment. It asks employers 
to put in place suitable risk-man-
agement measures, including the 
provision of information and train-
ing on the specific risks to which 
workers are or may be exposed to 
at the workplace. However, this 
directive has clearly failed to pro-
tect outdoor workers from NMSC. 
This is why we need to go back 
to the artificial optical radiation 
directive and push for its revision 
to include natural UV radiation. 

Nikos Manaras 
looks at the 
key problems 
surrounding the EU’s 
current legislative 
framework 

Is the EU failing to protect 
its outdoor workers?

Nikos Manaras is 
Senior EU affairs and 
media coordinator at 
EADV

“We need to 
go back to 
the artificial 
optical 
radiation 
directive and 
push for its 
revision to 
include natural 
UV radiation”
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Skin cancer is by far 
the most frequent 
malignancy in Europe, 
with growing incidence 

rates exceeding 500 per 100,000 
people in several countries. Due to 

the underreporting of skin cancer 
to the cancer registries, effective 
numbers are significantly higher 
than revealed by official statistics. 
This explains the much higher rate 
of patients treated for skin cancer 
in the claims data, than cases re-
corded by the registries. Many skin 
cancers which are not lethal can 
lead to chronic disease and ongo-
ing need for treatment. Accord-
ingly, the number of patients af-

fected by skin cancer is on the rise. 
Skin cancer in Europe is very 

burdensome and economically 
relevant, following the course of 
countries like the US and Australia. 
In the United States, skin cancer 
is among the most costly cancers. 
In Australia, skin cancer induces 
higher costs than any other ma-
lignancy. These costs include 
direct costs for the payers and the 
patients, indirect costs for national 
economy as well as intangible 
costs like quality of life impairment 
for the patients. 

The highest 
costs derive from 
non-melanoma skin 
cancer (NMSC) due 
to its high incidence 
and prevalence. As 
a growing number 
of Europeans suffer 
from skin cancer, 
future costs associated with 
tackling the disease will most 
likely start to resemble those 
of the US and Australia. 

In health policy, special at-
tention should be paid to the 
dramatic costs of rising skin cancer 
in the EU and – more so – to the 
potentially huge economic savings 
associated with powerful preven-
tion measures. Since sun exposure 
is the most important single risk 
factor and since such risk behavior 
could be avoided by changing 
habits, primary prevention is of 
fundamental importance, as well 
from an economic perspective.  

Therefore, primary prevention 
around skin cancer is essential 
in avoiding long-term costs and 
escalating disease burden. Second-
ary prevention for skin cancer 

improves detection at earlier 
stages, improving the chances of 
recovery and reducing the costs 
for care. Moreover, significant 
patient burden can be avoided.

Well-controlled prevention 
campaigns aiming at changing risk 
behaviour, highlighting protection 
measures and promotiong early 
detection of UV-related skin cancer 
should be conducted both at na-
tional and EU level. There is a need 
for better registration of all skin 
cancers, particularly in vulnerable 

sectors, in order to increase ef-
ficiency of screening programmes.

Early intervention ensures 
avoidance of higher costs and as 
such should be given priority over 
‘watchful waiting’. In professions 
with increased sun exposure, 
specific awareness programmes 
and protection at work provide 
particular value for money. These 
effects have been shown in a 
variety of scientific publications.

Treating occupational skin 
cancer in Europe costs more than 
€500,000,000 a year. This is an 
expenditure that could largely 
be avoided if the appropriate 
prevention measures were 
taken. Health economic arguments 
support the call for action on 
the prevention of occupational 
skin cancer in Europe. 

Skin cancer is extremely costly and affects 
more and more people each year, but 
numbers could be brought down thanks 
to better prevention measures, argues 
Matthias Augustin

The economic burden 
of skin cancer 

Prof. Matthias 

Augustin is a co-chair 

of the Hamburg Centre 

for Health Economics

“Many skin cancers 
which are not lethal 
can lead to chronic 
disease and ongoing 
need for treatment”
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pean and national level in order 
to protect our workers outdoors.

As a Vice-President of MAC, I am 
particularly concerned with the un-
der-reporting of ultraviolet-induced 
skin cancers in outdoor workers in 
Europe. This is why it is important 
to raise awareness of this issue and 
encourage every government and 

the relevant stakeholders to recog-
nise the dangers of solar ultraviolet 
radiation and take measures to 
protect European outdoor workers 
from what is arguably the number 
one enemy to their health.

S kin cancer is a major 
health and safety risk 
for outdoor work-
ers. We must not 

only address it as a potentially 
life-threatening disease, but also 
because of its insidious nature, 
which can remain invisible and 
unnoticed to its victims, as hap-
pens with exposure to many 
occupational health hazards.

This is why we decided to hold a 
policy event, organised by the Euro-
pean Academy of Dermatology and 
Venereology in collaboration with 
the all-party MEPs Against Cancer 
(MAC) group and the Association 
of European Cancer Leagues.

Solar ultraviolet radiation is 
classified by the World Health Or-
ganisation as a group 1 carcinogen. 
To put this in perspective, suffice 
to say that exposure to substances 
such as asbestos or plutonium 
rank in that same category.

It is the leading cause of non-
melanoma skin cancer worldwide. 
Non-melanoma skin cancer is the 
most common and, if detected 
early enough, one of the few cur-
able types of cancer. However, 
incidences, according to all expert 
prognoses, are set to increase.

While a clear association 
between exposure to the sun and 
recreational outdoor activities 
has been established, it is only 
quite recently that research has 
focused on the long-term impact 

of occupational sun exposure with 
regard to developing skin cancer. 

Predictably, recent studies 
show that outdoor workers have 
double the risk of developing non-
melanoma skin cancer compared 
to the general population. With 
a workforce of over 14.5 million 
spending at least three quarters 
of their working time outdoors 
in Europe alone, attention on 
occupational ultraviolet-induced 
skin cancer has been surpris-
ingly low for a long time.

As a matter of health, prevention 
and early intervention and care are 
essential to safeguard our quality 
of life and good health, while also 
preventing productivity loss and 
making savings in healthcare 
provision costs. Non-melanoma 
skin cancer is often among the 
costliest oncological conditions to 

treat for national health systems.
Not only do very few countries 

officially recognise ultraviolet-
induced skin cancer as an occupa-
tional disease, but the uptake of 
benefit entitlements has also been 
hampered by lack of awareness 
and even workers’ fears that this 
could lead to the loss of their job.

It is time to extend 
the scope of European 
Union-level health 
and safety standards 
on radiation exposure 
limits beyond artificial 
sources of radiation 
so as to include 
natural exposure.

We need to improve 
our understanding 
of the dangers of UV 
induced skin cancers and the higher 
risks faced by outdoor workers. 
Taking stock of the latest scientific 
evidence will help us to work out 
how best to contribute to new 
policies and measures at Euro-

Taking stock of the latest scientific evidence 
will help policymakers better help outdoor 
workers, writes Nessa Childers

Understanding the risks

Nessa Childers 
(S&D, IE) was co-host 
of the recent EADV 
event on skin cancer

“Recent studies show 
that outdoor workers 
have double the risk 
of developing non-
melanoma skin cancer 
compared to the 
general population” 
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E xposure to solar 
radiation is the most 
common carcinogenic 
exposure in the EU, 

yet most outdoor workers are still 
unaware of the risks of working 
under the sun. Solar UV radiation 
is the leading cause of non-
melanoma skin cancer, but there 
are often simple and affordable 
solutions at hand to help avoid 
this preventable form of cancer.
This requires awareness-raising, 
something that my colleagues 
and I in the MEPs Against Cancer 
group have recognised. Therefore, 

we have organised a policy debate 
dedicated to skin cancer, European 
outdoor workers’ number one 
enemy. Prevention is the most 
cost-effective type of action, which 
is why we should highlight the 
steps that each individual can 
take themselves. At the same time, 
employers and workers’ organisa-
tions should also empower workers 
by increasing their health literacy.
They have an important tool at 
hand: the fourth edition of the 
European Code Against Cancer. 
The code provides a foundation for 
creating healthy environments to 
prevent cancer, and emphasises the 
dangers of excessive sun exposure. 
It is based on the very latest scien-
tific evidence from the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer 
and can be used as an instrument 

Educating people on sun-safe behaviour 
is the most cost-effective tool against skin 
cancer, says Alojz Peterle

Simple and affordable
solutions at hand

Alojz Peterle (EPP, 
SI) is President of the 
all-party MEPs Against 
Cancer (MAC) group

“More consideration 
should be also given to 
vulnerable groups and 
to the service sector, 
where awareness is 
low and workers have 
little training on how to 
protect themselves” 

information online or through 
the media or inspectors may 
encourage companies to assess 
and manage the risks better. 
To achieve lower cancer incidence 
in the EU, efforts are required at 
all levels: improved application 
of legislation, awareness-raising 
strategies to improve the risk 
perception of all stakeholders, 
specifications of comprehensive 
preventive measures for all work 
processes that involve relevant risk 
factors, improved implementation 
and enforcement. We should build 
on added value of being together 
in the EU to exchange and, for 
member states, to share best prac-
tices that have proven successful.
Promoting and educating 
people on the simple and cost-
effective techniques of sun-safe 
behaviour and the prevention 
of skin cancer are a good start 
to the new summer season.

Sun safety tips
•	 The sun’s UV rays are the 

strongest between 10 a.m. 
and 4 p.m. To the extent 
possible, limit exposure to 
the sun during these hours

•	 Watch for the UV index: While 
you should always take pre-
cautions against overexposure, 
take special care to adopt 
sun safety practices when the 
UV Index predicts exposure 
levels of moderate or above

•	 Seek shade when UV rays are 
the most intense, but keep in 
mind that shade structures 
such as trees, umbrellas 
or canopies do not offer 

complete sun protection
•	 Wear protective clothing: A 

hat with a wide brim offers 
good sun protection for your 
eyes, ears, face, and the back 
or your neck. Sunglasses that 
provide 99 to 100 percent 
UV-A and UV-B protection 
will greatly reduce eye 
damage from sun exposure. 
Tightly woven, loose fitting 
clothes will provide additional 
protection from the sun

•	 Use sunscreen

Source: World Health 
Organisation

for cancer prevention, not just for 
health workers and policymakers 
but also, primarily, citizens.
However, more consideration 
should be also given to vulnerable 
groups and to the service sector, 
where awareness is low and 
workers have little training on how 
to protect themselves, frequently 
have little access to preventive 
services and are seldom consulted 
on workplace health and safety 
measures. The dissemination of 



@Parlimag 8 | Parliament magazine 30 May 2016

Protecting euroPe’s outdoor Workers

Sunshine stats

•	 People	who	work	outdoors	have	more	
sun-related	skin	damage	compared	to	
people	who	mainly	work	indoors,	yet	use	
less	sunscreen

•	 People	who	work	outdoors	intensely,	
such	as	farmers	and	construction	work-
ers,	had	1.8	times	more	risk	of	develop-
ing	a	basal	cell	carcinoma	and	2.8	times	
more	risk	of	developing	a	squamous	
cell	cancer	(these	both	cancers	being	
frequently	observed	skin	cancers	in	the	
European	population).	They	also	had	
a	2.6	times	increased	risk	of	getting	
precursors	of	skin	cancer.	Persons	with	
another	type	of	outdoor	work,	being	
less	intensely	exposed	to	the	sun,	had	
slightly	lower	risks	of	these	cancers

•	 The	risks	of	skin	cancer	among	outdoor	
workers	was	particularly	present	among	
persons	who	had	worked	at	least	5	years	
in	an	outdoor	occupation	during	their	
lifetime,	risks	were	then	at	least	3	times	
higher	compared	to	persons	with	indoor	
work.	With	a	background	risk	of	around	
25	per	cent	-	30	per	cent	of	developing	
basal	or	squamous	cell	carcinomas,	this	
means	that	75-90	per	cent	or	long-term	
outdoor	workers	will	develop	a	skin	
cancer	in	their	lifetime

JUST THE
FACTS

Sunscreen use

Daily use of sunscreen

Skin photo-damage

44% outdoor
60% indoor workers

Educational level
Outdoor workers with 
college/university education

Indoor worker with college/
university education

17.5% outdoor
22.0% indoor

78% outdoor
66% indoor

18% 
37%
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Conclusions
•	 Outdoor	workers	have	a	clearly	increased	risk	for	non-melanoma	
skin	cancers	and	actinic	keratosis

•	 This	risk	is	duration-dependent:	with	five	or	more	years	of	exposure	
about	three-fold	increased	risk

•	 With	background	risk	of	around	25%-30%,	this	means	that	75-90%	
will	develop	a	skin	cancer	in	their	lifetime

Data	collection	performed	by	all	EPIDERM	
partners,	financially	facilitated	by	EU	PH	Agency.	
Analyses	for	this	particular	study	was	made	
possible	through	grant	by	LEO	PHARMA

Trakatelli	M,	Barkitzi	K,	Apap	C,	Majew-
ski	S,	De	Vries	E,	the	EPIDERM	group	(2016)	
Skin	cancer	risk	in	outdoor	workers:	a	
European	multicentre	case-control	study.	
J	Eur	Acad	Dermatol	Venereol.	2016.	30	
(Suppl.	3):5-11.	doi:10.1111/jdv.13603.

Belief in sunburn as a risk 
factor for skin cancer: 74% 
outdoor workers compared 
to 80% of indoor workers 

Often or always needing 
assistance to read hospital 
material: 24% outdoor 
workers compared to 
12% indoor workers

Often or always difficulties 
in understanding medical 
conditions because of difficulties 
in understanding written 
information: 27% outdoor workers 
against 14% indoor workers 

Little or no confidence 
at all in filling in medical 
forms: 27% outdoor 
workers compared to 
13% indoor workers 



@Parlimag 10 | Parliament magazine 30 May 2016

Protecting euroPe’s outdoor Workers

face the facts

F acts are easy to 
find: they feature 
in a multitude of 
scientific publications, 

we can see them on paper or on 
our screens; they surround us.

It is a fact that over 14 million 
outdoor workers are unprotected 
from UV radiation. It is a fact that 
they have an increased incidence 
of skin cancer. It is a fact that these 
carcinomas represent a financial 
burden on health care systems. It is 
a fact that primary and secondary 
preventions are the way to go. 

Primary prevention is preventing 
exposure: using proper clothing, 
such as brimmed hats and sun 
protective garments; teaching 
the correct use of sunscreen and 
avoiding radiation at UV index peak 
hours should do the job. Secondary 
prevention should consist of skin 
cancer detection campaigns: regular 
exams and screening tests to spot 
the disease in its earliest stages will 
reduce morbidity and mortality.

Evidence shows that skin cancer 
is on the rise and that a tsunami 
of malignant tumors will affect our 
workers, with considerable impact 
on their lives and productivity. And 
yet, no real action has formally 
been taken. It is as if the distance 
of the sun to the earth and the in-
visibility of UV radiation make them 
innocuous. Out of sight, out of 
mind. That shiny star, so far away.

But just because we do not 

see UV radiation, does not mean 
that it is does not generate a 
huge problem for our outdoor 
workers. Action must be taken, 
the sooner the better. 

If we were in a magical 
realism film by Japanese direc-
tor Akira Kurosawa, we could 
consider painting UV radiation 
“clouds”. We could make visible 
the enormous mantle of radiation 
billowing around our workers.

But that is not possible. We need 
to face the facts: skin cancer is the 
most common cancer in Europe and 
its incidence is on the rise, despite 
the fact that it is under-registered. 
The main cause of most non-mela-
noma skin cancers is over-exposure 
to ultraviolet radiation. 
This fact is supported 
by basic and epide-
miological research.

We must implement 
legislation to protect 
our outdoor workers. 
The appropriate legis-
lation will also allow 
for effective primary 
and secondary preven-
tion. Protecting our 
outdoor workers should be part of 
the EU legislative agenda; this will 
help protect them from exposure to 
a WHO group one carcinogen: UV. 

Protecting our outdoor workers 
is a must: we need to generate and 
implement legislation to protect 
them. Effective primary and second-
ary prevention will be possible with 
the appropriate legislation. Preven-
tion of UV exposure to our outdoor 
workers should be part of the Eu-
ropean agenda. It is preventing ex-
posure to a group 1 carcinogen. 

Recognising non-melanoma skin cancer as 
an occupational disease must be part of the 
European agenda, writes Paola Pasquali

We need to

Dr. Paola Pasquali 
is a dermatologist 
specialised in skin 
oncology 

“We need to face 
the facts: skin 
cancer is the 
most common 
cancer in Europe 
and its incidence 
is on the rise”
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Protecting euroPe’s outdoor Workers

E very year, thousands of 
people develop work-
related skin cancer, 
an overlooked disease 

which needs to be taken seriously. 
On 20 April, I had the honour to 

co-host an event focusing on the is-
sue of work-related skin cancer held 
by the European Academy of Der-
matology and Venereology (EADV).  

Nowadays, a vast number of out-
door workers are being diagnosed 
with skin cancer, due to the simple 
reason that they are not sufficiently 

protected against the sun. Research 
shows that outdoor workers are 
twice as likely to develop skin 
cancer as those working indoors. 
Adding to this, it is well-known 
that skin cancer is one of the most 
prevalent types of cancer and 
that many of those who develop 
the disease will never be cured. 

Every skin cancer diagnosis 
implies severe burdens, not just 
for workers, but also for employers 
and member states. Employers face 
challenges in regards to finding a 
substitute to replace the worker. 

Apart from this, skin cancer 
treatment entails large medical 
costs which are either covered 
by the state or, if an adequate 
public health system is not in 

place, by the worker themself.
This does no justice to the 

hard-working employees who 
build our roads, take care of our 
gardens, and clean our streets, 
and merely for these reasons there 
is an urgent need for protective 
measures to be implemented. 

Of course, my wish is not 
for the sun to stop shining, 
nor is that an option. 

Nevertheless, there are 
plenty of things we can do. 
Most importantly, we need bet-
ter preventative measures. 

Currently, 90 per cent of medical 
costs related to skin cancer are 
spent on treatment, while less 
than 10 per cent go to prevention. 
By changing this, we would most 
likely reduce the number of skin 
cancer patients and save costs for 
member states or employees. 

Needless to say, this needs 
to be done by means of a 
combination of legislation 

and precautious measures. 
Some of these measures should 

be taken at the European level, 
as the EU has the authority to 
regulate workers’ health and safety. 

As a member of the European 
Parliament’s employment and social 
affairs committee, I was rapporteur 
on a health and safety at work 
initiative which was voted through 
by a large majority last November. 
One of the suggestions was to call 
on the European Commission not 
to overlook the risk of work-related 
cancer. Currently we are still wait-
ing for the Commission to act.

Work-related skin cancer 
implies severe disadvantages for 
all parties concerned. As politi-
cians, we should not let things 
stay the way they are while the 
number of skin cancer patients 
steadily increases year by year. 

That is the reason why 
we have to act today rather 
than tomorrow. 

Work-related skin cancer is not just a burden 
to those who suffer from the disease – it is 
also hugely challenging for employers and 
member states, writes Ole Christensen

Work-related skin cancer 
should be taken seriously 

Ole Christensen 
(S&D, DK) co-hosted 
the recent EADV 
event on cancer

“Currently, 
90 per cent of 
medical costs 
related to skin 
cancer are spent 
on treatment, 
while less than 
10 per cent go 
to prevention”
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Protecting euroPe’s outdoor Workers

O ne in every three 
cancers is a skin 
cancer, and the 
incidence of both 

non-melanoma and melanoma skin 
cancers has been increasing over 
the past decades. Yet the disease 
is almost totally preventable.  

Skin cancer prevention as well 
as workplace protection are among 
the 12 messages in the European 
Code Against Cancer, the fourth 
edition of which was renewed by 
the World Health Organisation’s 
International Agency for Research 
on Cancer, currently be-
ing disseminated by the 
Association of European 
Cancer Leagues:

Avoid too much sun, 
especially for children. 
Use sun protection. Do 
not use sunbeds, and in 
the workplace protect 
yourself against cancer-
causing substances by 
following health and 
safety instructions.

Therefore, it should not be 
surprising to see that a recent study 
shows that our outdoor workers 
are at higher risk for skin cancer. A 
higher percentage of outdoor work-
ers are diagnosed with skin cancers, 

compared to their indoor colleagues 
(37.7 per cent among outdoor 
workers, 28.6 per cent among in-
door workers during their lifetime).   

One in nine workers in Belgium 
are outdoor workers. Almost 40 
per cent of this group work more 
than five hours a day outdoors. 
What is most worrisome is that at 
least 25 per cent of these workers 
are exposed between the full 
midday hours of noon and 3 pm, 
when the sun is most intense.

Reported sun-protective behav-
iours are also alarming, with many 

workers stating that they never or 
only rarely wore a long-sleeved shirt 
(56 per cent), sun-protective head-
gear (51 per cent) or sunscreen (50 
per cent) while working in the sun. 

With growing evidence that 

occupational sun-safety education 
is effective in increasing outdoor 
workers’ sun-protection habits 
and presumably in decreasing 
sunburn rates, we need to invest 
more in occupational sun-safety 
education programmes, which 
offer great potential for improving 
outdoor workers’ largely insuf-
ficient sun-protective behaviour. 

There is an urgent 
need to work together 
and have support from 
healthcare authorities, 
cancer foundations, em-
ployers and dermatolo-
gists, for effective imple-
mentation of sun-safety 
education programmes.

Excellent advice is 
provided in a 2014-2015 
report by the faculty of 
Medicine and Health 

Sciences at the University of Gent 
in Belgium, which outlined an 
intervention based on self-efficacy 
as well as on the environment; 
‘Sunbusters – don’t let the sun 
catch you’. More and more 

sectors are aware that they 
should communicate on sun 
hazards and provide protective 
materials to their workers.

At European level, there is 
urgent need for better regulation to 
protect and manage work-related 
skin cancer. By sharing national 
examples and by collaborating on 
policy events such as the all-party 
MEPs Against Cancer (MAC) group 
meeting on “Skin Cancer: European 
Outdoor Workers’ Number One 
Enemy” earlier this year at the Eu-
ropean Parliament, we can mobilise 
collective interest and political will.

There is a lot we can do to 
inform the public, in particular 
workers, employers, and policymak-
ers that occupational skin cancer 
can be prevented. We should start 
by reiterating the simple advice 
provided in the European Code 
Against Cancer, that outdoor 
workers should “protect themselves 
carefully, by using protective 
clothing, by applying appropriate 
sunscreens, and through shade 
provision, if possible.” 

Outdoor workers have so far taken very little 
steps to protect themselves from the sun, 
and this must change, write Wendy Yared 
and Brigitte Boonen

Wendy Yared 

is Director of the 

Association of European 

Cancer Leagues 

Brigitte Boonen is 

skin cancer prevention 

expert at the Foundation 

Against Cancer Belgium

“Reported sun-protective 
behaviours are also 
alarming, with many workers 
stating that they never or 
only rarely wore a long-
sleeved shirt sun-protective 
headgear or sunscreen 
while working in the sun” 

Protecting our 
outdoor workers
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Protecting euroPe’s outdoor Workers

E very year on 28 April, 
International Workers’ 
Memorial Day, the 
trade union movement 

commemorates the victims of 
unsafe and unhealthy workplaces.  

We remember the 3515 people 
who died in the EU, within one year, 
as a result of workplace accidents, 
as well as the 100,000 deaths 
from cancers developed at work. 
More than 30 million EU workers 
are exposed to unacceptable levels 
of carcinogenic substances, and 
research by Eurofound shows that 
between 2010 and 2015, levels of 
workplace exposure to chemicals 
and infectious materials rose. 

The best way to protect workers 
is through strong trade unions with 
the right to organise, represent 
and act to defend their members, 
and laws that are fully enforced.

The European Trade Union 
Confederation (ETUC) is demand-
ing binding workplace exposure 
limits for 50 of the most common 
cancer-causing agents at work. 
Existing EU law covers only five. 
This is inadequate. Expanding 
the list of binding occupational 
exposure limits (BOELs) in this 
way would control some 80-90 
per cent of the most commonly 
used carcinogens. The 2004 direc-

tive has been under review for 
more than a decade without any 
improvements. New legislation is 
vital; 85 per cent of establishments 
in the EU-28 report that they act 
in response to legal obligations. 

According to the World Health 
Organisation, in 2012, there were 
over 100,000 cases of malignant 
melanoma in Europe, and more 
than 22,000 deaths. We know that 
non-melanoma skin cancers are 
extremely common among work-
ers, and certainly under-reported. 
They may cause few deaths, but 
if left untreated they can spread 
and lead to disfigurement. 

Workplace exposure is a signifi-
cant factor – not only for outdoor 
workers – and is responsible for be-
tween 1.5 and six per cent of inci-
dences and mortality. An estimated 
250 to 1000 fatal cases could be 
avoided every year with adequate 

prevention. Natural UV radiations, 
arsenic, distillation by-products, ion-
ising radiation and other chemicals 
are among the risk factors, while 
inflammatory preconditions or burn 
scars from workplace accidents 
may also become malignant. Only a 
very small fraction of work-related 
skin cancers are recognised as 
occupational diseases: a 
mere 65 cases in 2008.

Prevention is key, 
and that means early 
assessment and prompt 
responses. The world of 
work is changing, and new 
hazards are emerging in the 
wake of new technologies. 
Health and safety is a 
vital concern for workers. 
The effects of dangerous 
working conditions can 
persist long after an 
individual has left employment, so 
workers exposed to carcinogens 
should be entitled to regular post-
employment health monitoring. 

European governments are push-

ing back retirement and demanding 
ever-longer working lives. But this 
policy will be self-defeating unless 
people can stay healthy. Safe 
working conditions mean less ill-
ness and absenteeism, and benefit 
employers and workers alike. 

So far, the EU has been deplor-
ably slow in reacting. For example, 

in 2006 natural UV radiation was 
excluded from the directive on 
artificial optical radiation. “Expo-
sure to natural optical radiation 
(sunlight) and its possible health 
consequences are not covered by 
the directive,” it stated. In its 2013 
REFIT agenda, the Barroso admin-
istration announced that it would 
do nothing to address the dangers 
of carcinogens and mutagens. 

But as a result of pressure from 
trade unions, the Commission, 
together with the Dutch EU Council 
presidency, have now promised 
tougher action to protect workers 
from cancer. We are pushing to 
ensure that EU leaders will deliver 
on this pledge. How many more 
workers must die before the EU 
steps up its efforts to prevent 
work-related skin cancers? 

Skin cancers are all too common among 
workers, and it’s time the EU did something 
about it, writes Esther Lynch

Strong trade unions: 
Workers’ best protection

Esther Lynch is 
Confederal Secretary 
of the European Trade 
Union Confederation

“The European Trade 
Union Confederation 
(ETUC) is demanding 
binding workplace 
exposure limits for 50 
of the most common 
cancer-causing agents 
at work. Existing EU 
law covers only five”
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O n a sunny day, 
many of us tend 
to longingly look 
out of our office 

windows, wishing we could bask 
in the warm rays. Unfortunately, 
for the 14.5 million people in 
Europe who spend at least 75 per 
cent of their working day outdoors, 
the sun is more of a curse than 
a blessing. This is because, as Dr. 
Emilie van Deventer, WHO head 
of radiation programme, explains, 
“Solar ultraviolet radiation 
(UVR) is a human carcinogen. 
Outdoor workers often have 
significantly higher UVR exposure 
than previously anticipated.”

Van Deventer, a speaker at 

the recent EADV event on skin 
cancer held in the European 
Parliament, says policymakers 
must act urgently to tackle the 
issue. “The bad news is that skin 
cancer is one of the few cancers 
that is still increasing in countries 
with predominantly Caucasian 
populations. The good news is 
that skin cancer is one of the few 
almost totally preventable cancers, 
and can usually be successfully 
treated if detected early.”

Preventing skin cancer has 
other benefits. Jens Giesecke, a 
German EPP group MEP, says it 
could “have significant benefits 
for healthcare systems and the 
economy. In Germany alone, direct 

costs for in-patient treatment 
account for over €130m per year.”

He believes member states 
should recognise skin cancer as an 
occupational disease. “Employers 
should limit the exposure of their 
workers to the sun. And at Euro-
pean level I ask everyone to sup-
port the Global Call to Action, on 
protecting outdoor workers from 
natural UV radiation. Even as in-
dividuals, we can take action. The 
European code against cancer out-
lines 12 ways to prevent our per-
sonal risk of getting cancer, from 
using sun protection to taking 
part in vaccination programmes.”

On the industry side of 
things, some organisations 
have already taken steps 
to protect their workers. 
Riccardo Viaggi, Secretary 
General of the European 
Builders Confederation, 
underlines that “Prevention 
and risk assessment ac-
tions should be undertaken 
in the simplest possible 
way. But it is fundamental 
that both employers and trade 
unions decide on these actions 
together. That is the case of pari-
tarian institutions in construction, 
where social partners at national 
level jointly tackle health and safe-
ty issues. This is the way forward.”

In Spain, for example, “the 
Fundación Laboral de la Construc-
ción is carrying out dedicated 
campaigns on the risks from sun-
light exposure. Employers also 
provide sunscreen lotions and 
other personal protective equip-
ment. In France, the Health and 
Safety institute IRIS-ST is currently 

drafting a practical fact-sheet for 
entrepreneurs to explain the risks 
linked to sunlight exposure.”

Nevertheless, Riccardo Viaggi 
argues that the issue does not nec-
essarily warrant an EU-wide ap-
proach. “There are many different 
factors that can cause skin cancer, 
making it a public health issue and 
not only a question of professional 
diseases. Exposure to sun, personal 
risks factors and daily behaviours 
are so different in member states 
that it would make little sense to 
have a specific sun-radiation ele-
ment included in the EU directive 
on artificial optical radiation.” 

On the legislative side of things, 
Dr Jorge Costa-David, who is in 
charge of the European Commis-
sion’s DG employment unit for 
health, safety and hygiene at work, 
is confident that, “the scene is set 
for action to be taken that will 
better address the work-related 
skin cancer problem at EU level.”

On top of this, says Costa-
David, there are hopes that the 
EU instrument that is specific to 
occupational diseases, will be 
adapted and feature new causes 
of skin cancer that are not yet 
included in the document. 

Skin cancer prevention could save lives 
and money, therefore it is essential that 
all Europe’s actors work together 

Building skin cancer
prevention together

“Skin cancer is one of 
the few almost totally 
preventable cancers, 
and can usually be 
successfully treated 
if detected early” 
Emilie van Deventer 
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Call to aCtion

Call to aCtion
EaDV calls on the European 
Commission, MEPS, 
member states and other 
relevant stakeholders to 
protect outdoor workers 
from skin cancer caused 
by solar UV radiation by:

1. Ensuring official 
recognition of UV induced 
non-melanoma skin cancer, 
including actinic keratosis, 
as occupational diseases

2. Updating the 2003 
Schedule of occupational 
diseases to reflect the 
fact that there is a direct 
link between outdoor 
work and non-melanoma 
skin cancer caused by 
solar UV radiation. this 
means including the 
disease in annex 1, Part 
5 of the legislation

3. Calling on the European 
Commission to work with 
the European Parliament 
and Council to update 
directive 2006/25/EC on 
artificial optical radiation 
to take into account 
solar radiation, including 
specific obligations 
on health surveillance 
of outdoor workers

4. Encouraging and 
participating in a multi-
stakeholder dialogue to 
emphasise the need for 
preventative measures 
such as protective clothing 
to be put in place for 
outdoor workers and 
to educate workers 
and employers on the 
importance of applying 
these measures

5. leading by example 
by cooperating with 
international organisations 
like the WHo and ilo to 
further raise awareness 
and share best practice 
internationally

6. Developing easy tools to 
measure exposure to UV 
radiation in the workplace 

Visit www.eadv.org to read the full 
text of the Call to action and sign it
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