THE HEALTH AT WORK PLAN 2005-2009

I. OVERVIEW

Adopted at a meeting of the French cabinet on 23 February 2005, the Plan Santé au Travail (PST) or Health at Work Plan aims to introduce sweeping changes into the national system for preventing occupational risk. Covering a five-year period, it establishes a coherent, dynamic strategy for action to contribute effectively to improving working conditions and the prevention of risks at work.

The plan addresses two crucial issues:

While the overall trend reflects a fall in risks at work, the reduction is not uniform - certain employees (young people, low-paid workers, new recruits) and companies (SMEs) are seeing movement in the opposite direction. Moreover, the nature of the risks faced at work is evolving constantly. This requires that the organisation of the risk-prevention system be adapted to reflect changes in the world of work, the development of delayed-onset pathologies and the increase in new risk factors.

The health at work plan provides for an interdisciplinary approach to prevention focusing on the following four objectives:

· raising awareness of the dangers, risks and exposure in the work environment;

· strengthening the inspection system;

· reforming the bodies responsible for co-ordinating the supervision of health at work;

· encouraging companies to play an active part in ensuring health at work.

These four overall objectives are broken down into 23 actions (see attached table).

The plan creates an interministerial dynamic between the six ministries involved (labour, health, ecology, agriculture, transport and research) resulting in shared priorities for action.

In addition to the national level, these actions are also taken in the regions by the Directions Régionales du Travail, de l'Emploi et de la Formation Professionnelle (regional labour, employment and professional training departments) as part of a local consultation process. The purpose of this process is to vary or adapt the national policy to specific local contexts. New human and financial resources have also been allocated to the decentralised employment services to support the plan.

The PST complements the government's other health, environmental, organisational and economic policies. It leads on from the national health and environment plan 2004-2008 (PNSE), taking over some of its initiatives, but above all it develops structural proposals for the professional environment. There are other government plans that are closely linked with health at work, such as the road safety campaign, the plan to mobilise efforts against cancer and the concerted national action plan to employ older people.

II. PROGRESS ON THE HEALTH AT WORK PLAN

Several important projects have been undertaken during the first three years of the plan's implementation.

1. Efforts have been made to raise awareness of occupational dangers and risks

A. A public body of expertise (AFSSET)

One of the PST's prime objectives is to fulfil the State's need for an agency able to provide expertise and evaluate risks in the professional environment, giving the process of drafting standards for protecting employees at work a solid scientific basis.

The minister for labour now has this public body of experts, since the creation of the French Agency for Environmental and Occupational Health Safety (AFSSET), a public body reporting to the ministers in charge of the environment, health and labour, founded under government order 2005-1087 dated 1 September 2005. 

The agency has two principal roles:

- evaluating the risk to humans in the work environment (such as pathologies caused by toxic chemical, physical or biological agents);

- monitoring the state of scientific and technical knowledge about occupational risks, which includes organising the necessary expert submissions, defining occupational exposure limits and replacing dangerous products.

The AFSSET is supported in these tasks by a network of experts and research organisations, with which it must form contractual partnership relationships. Constructing and leading this national network of public expertise and involving institutional partners that vary in size and status, in order to co-ordinate the work of evaluating environmental and occupational health risks, represent tasks of major importance in the coming years. By the end of 2007, the agency had already signed framework partnership agreements with 14 of the institutions listed in the founding decree.

A contract specifying objectives and resources (COM) was signed on 17 April 2007 by the agency and the three ministries it reports to. The contract defines the agency's detailed objectives for the period 2008-2011 together with indicators to enable progress to be monitored.

Under the contract, the agency's resources have been strengthened. Continuing the policy of recruiting top-level scientists initiated in the PST's first year (30 have already been recruited in 2005-2007), the COM sets out precise figures for the resources that will be needed to achieve each of the agency's objectives. These resources explicitly include 20 new scientific posts for 2008-2009, working on occupational health.

The COM also provides for improved handling of referrals to the AFSSET, from drafting to submission, enabling the work to be done according to a schedule agreed in advance. A protocol clarifying how this work is organised is currently being put together, and will be adopted by mid-2008.

Finally, the COM predicts the conditions for developing the agency's permanent missions, in the context of the future French implementation of REACH, or the AFSSET's expert role in setting occupational exposure limits. It sets precise objectives for these missions, with figures for the resources required to achieve them.

In 2005, at the request of the labour ministry, the agency began work on studying a large number of substances that had been reported as particularly dangerous or were suspected of being dangerous.

· Evaluation of health risks associated with the presence of formaldehyde;

· Evaluation of workers' exposure to man-made vitreous silicate fibres;

· Workers' exposure to glycol ethers;

· Health effects of nanomaterials;

· Evaluation of the toxicity and risks associated with short asbestos fibres;

· Work on replacing carcinogenic, mutagenic and reprotoxic (CMR) chemical substances;

· Consistency analysis and expert study prior to the decision-making process to set occupational exposure limits (OELs).

These studies are being conducted at the moment, and the AFSSET is publishing its opinions as the work proceeds so that, where necessary, work can be put in motion to adapt the regulations and improve health protection for workers exposed to these substances.

B. The scientific community has been mobilised to examine health and safety at work issues

Increased knowledge in the field of occupational health requires publicly-funded research to be developed and structured, mobilising the various disciplines of the life sciences, engineering, chemistry and the human and social sciences.

The ministries for research and labour are jointly responsible for setting up multi-disciplinary science centres in the areas around five major cities (Lille, Paris, Lyon, Marseilles and Bordeaux). The purpose of this new structure of existing teams is to encourage collaboration between the various research organisations (laboratories, universities and engineering schools) to develop the potential for research - both theoretical and applied - into occupational risks.

By the end of 2007, three such centres were being put together in Paris, Bordeaux and Lille, and proposals for collaboration and new working groups had been formalised.

Moreover, the health at work plan 2005-2009 has made it possible to mobilise the scientific community in occupational health research in order to extend the body of new core knowledge, so that we can better prevent tomorrow's health risks in the professional environment.

The ministry of labour is constantly building and strengthening its research and study policies on the basis of calls for research projects, generally issued by public bodies.

Two main calls for projects made it possible to finance research into health and safety at work in 2007. One was issued by the Agence Nationale de la Recherche (ANR) or national research agency, and the other by the AFSSET.

The environmental health and occupational health research programme set up when the ANR was founded in 2005 continued in 2007 for the third and final year. In all, over 400 research projects were submitted over the three years. Over a hundred, selected by a panel of scientific experts, were funded by the ANR, of which nearly a third related to the specific field of health at work.

The research included work on the main families of pathologies (cancers; respiratory, allergic, cardiovascular, neurodegenerative, neurological and infectious illnesses; child development disorders and cancers; fertility problems; stress), knowledge about exposure (to physical, chemical or biological agents) and the social, economic and organisational aspects of environmental and occupational health issues.

At the same time, the call for research projects issued by the AFSSET in 2006 in the environmental and occupational health area was repeated in 2007. 85 projects were submitted in the second year, of which 42 were proposed for funding at the end of 2007 and 22 involved health in the work environment.

These two major programmes were co-ordinated with systematic consultation between the two organisations before new projects were funded.

2. The Health at Work Plan 2005-2009 reinforces the effective application of the law and mobilises resources on the ground

The PST aims to make inspection on the ground more effective so that employees' rights are respected in the workplace, with priority given to protecting their health and safety. To back up companies' own efforts, the Inspection du Travail, the national network of generalist labour inspectors, is supported more and more in its increasingly technical missions by regional scientific and technical support units.

A. Regional multi-disciplinary teams

The task of creating regional multi-disciplinary teams to provide scientific, technical and methodological support to labour inspectors began in 2005, and was completed in 2007. All of mainland France and the island of Réunion are now covered, and each region has its own operational structure.

These multi-disciplinary teams have seen their staff numbers grow considerably: in three years, risk prevention engineer's jobs have tripled (65 jobs now compared with 23 in 2005) and 69 MIRTMO (regional work and labour medical inspector) posts have been created. Each regional team has at least two risk prevention engineers, one of whom specialises in chemical risks.

In all, 155 agents work on providing support for labour inspectors.

This effort in favour of multi-disciplinary teams is due to continue in the coming years. From 2008 to 2010, the plan to modernise and develop labour inspection (the PMDIT) includes provisions to reinforce the multi-disciplinary teams in their expert role. Ten new posts are to be created per year.

B. A local strategy

Most of the regional labour and professional training departments (16 out of 28) have created regional health at work plans (PRSTs) which include both priority national actions and specific actions to deal with local issues. These plans have been developed in association with or with the help of the institutional partners working in the fields of public and occupational health.

As the process of creating the Comités Régionaux de Prévention des Risques Professionnels (CRPRP, regional occupational risk prevention committees) progresses, the PRSTs will be submitted to employers' and employees' representatives for consultation.

3. Modernising the supervision of risk prevention begins

The PST is designed to adapt the structures for supervising health at work in order to reinforce consultation between the public authorities, who set the standards, and representatives of employers and employees, who remain the key players in preventing occupational risk. The plan breaks down barriers between State administrations by creating a body for interministerial co-ordination. It aims to modernise the Conseil Supérieur de la Prévention des Risques Professionnels (CSPRP, higher council for the prevention of occupational risks) and create structures for regional consultation.

The reforms to the CSPRP, a consultative body that includes representatives of management and labour, are under way. Following the tripartite conference on working conditions held on 4 October 2007, the labour minister announced a proposal to transform this body into a working conditions steering committee and to widen its scope. In addition to giving opinions on draft bills and regulations, it will be given responsibility for organising statistical monitoring and proposing policies or recommendations to improve working conditions and the prevention of occupational risks.

The reforms of the bodies overseeing occupational risk prevention have taken concrete form at regional level with the creation of the regional occupational risk prevention committees (CRPRP), brought into law by decree 2007-761 on 10 May 2007.

The aim is to set up regional bodies for dialogue and communication, within which all the regional and local stakeholders, brought together for the first time, can co-ordinate their occupational risk prevention initiatives and construct policy to reflect or extend national risk prevention and public health policy.

So far, seven regions have already had their first committee meetings, with ten more to follow soon.

The ways in which these new committees will co-ordinate with other existing regional structures will be defined in consultation with management and labour representatives.

4. Sustained, continuing action aimed at corporate players

Finally, the PST has launched several projects to promote a risk-prevention culture within companies. The aim is to use a number of converging initiatives to help and encourage companies to think more about risks in the workplace.

A. actions targeted at SMEs and very small businesses have been launched

A conference on working conditions was held on 4 October 2007, and one of the issues discussed was the prevention of occupational risks in SMEs and very small businesses.

A number of initiatives were undertaken to help very small businesses implement a risk-prevention programme (creation of simplified risk-prevention contracts, reform of the Fonds d'Amélioration des Conditions de Travail or working conditions improvement fund). Representatives of employers and employees were also invited to negotiate ways of improving mutual dialogue on working conditions in very small businesses.

A web portal will also be created to provide corporate stakeholders with clear information about risks at work and existing measures to prevent them. The aim is to give everyone, from senior management to employees and their representatives, easy access to information about ways of improving working conditions.

B. the prevention of occupational road accidents has developed considerably

Road accidents while working are now the leading cause of fatal accidents at work for employees.

Alongside companies and occupational groups, the public authorities have taken action and the occupational risk prevention steering committee, which brings the ministerial departments involved together with organisations providing insurance against occupational risks, has taken a number of initiatives since 2005.

Information and awareness-raising tools have been developed. In May 2007 a website dedicated to road risks was launched for general use. In addition, a book on "Light Utility Vehicles" was published, setting out various technical recommendations to make these vehicles safer. 

Companies have signed charters with the government and the CNAMTS (the occupational accidents and illnesses branch of the social security system) and made commitments to developing best practice in road safety on the theme of "alcohol and road risks at work".

C. promoting the principle of replacing the most dangerous substances

In order to improve workers' protection against the most dangerous chemical substances and limit their exposure, the policy of replacing carcinogenic, mutagenic and reprotoxic (CMR) chemical agents with harmless or, failing this, less dangerous substances must move forward. A number of initiatives have been taken in this area.

In June 2006, the ministry of labour asked the AFSSET to conduct a study on replacing category 1 and 2 CMR substances.

The study's primary purpose was to improve the replacement policy imposed by the employment code. It began by identifying the substances that should be examined as a priority, before moving on to more detailed research and literature studies with the aim of providing further information on existing replacement products or processes, taking different uses into account.

An initial list of 23 priority substances was selected. The research and literature studies on these substances in relation to their uses are currently being conducted. The results will be published on the Internet.

The PST constitutes a powerful and effective lever for reform in the field of health at work. The implementation of the plan in its first three years has produced a sound basis for strengthening the relevance and effectiveness of joint actions taken by the public authorities, employers and employees to prevent occupational risk in the coming period. Progress on the measures specified by the PST will be evaluated during 2008.

The four general objectives and the 23 actions of the Health at Work Plan

Raising awareness of the dangers, risks and exposure in the work environment.

- Introducing health at work into the health security system.

- Structuring and developing publicly-funded research into health and safety at work.

- Organising access to knowledge.

- Developing and co-ordinating calls for research projects in occupational health.

- Developing occupational health training for health professionals.

Strengthening the inspection system.

- Creating regional multi-disciplinary teams.

- Adapting inspection resources to local issues.

- Developing local knowledge and reinforcing the inspection system.

- Reinforcing occupational health and safety training for inspectors.

Reforming supervisory bodies and decompartmentalising government action.

- Structuring interministerial co-operation in occupational risk prevention.

- Reforming the higher council for the prevention of occupational risks.

- Creating regional consultative bodies.

- Improving and harmonising regulations.

Encouraging companies to play an active part in ensuring health at work.

- Modernising and consolidating the risk prevention work of occupational health departments.

- Mobilising occupational health departments for more effective prevention of psychosocial risks.

- Rethinking aptitude and job security.

- Making the pricing of occupational accident and illness insurance an incentive to prevent risks.

- Encouraging the development of research being applied in business.

- Helping companies in their prior evaluation of risks.

- Promoting the role of hygiene, safety and working conditions committees (CHSCT) in all companies.

- Developing the prevention of occupational road accidents.

- Promoting the principle of replacing the most dangerous chemical substances (CMR).

- Raising engineers' and technicians' awareness of occupational health issues in college and through continuing education.
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