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 data provides an insight not only into the ‘World of Work’, but 
moreover highlights aspects of the fundamental dynamic of the global 
development of humanity. The labour process, not to be confused with 
‘jobs’, is the agent of this development, quantitatively as well as 
qualitatively.  
 
 

Bricklayers and lung cancer risk  
 
The article ‘Lung cancer risk among bricklayers in a pooled analysis of 
case–control studies’ in the International Journal of Cancer publishes 
findings of an epidemiological study (in the frame of a SYNERGY-
project) dedicated to the lung cancer risk among bricklayers. An 
international group of experts provides robust evidence of increased 
lung cancer risk and reveals that the risk of contracting lung cancer 
increases in proportion to the length of time spent working in the 
occupation. The authors see the probable cause as being building 
workers' regular exposure to a cocktail of carcinogens that provokes 
what they call ‘synergistic effects’. A synergistic effect is the situation 
where the combined effect of two chemicals is much greater than the 
sum of the effects of each agent given alone. Bricklayers can be 
exposed in their work to various airborne carcinogens, including 
crystalline silica and asbestos. Previous studies of cancer risk have not 
accounted for full employment history or smoking status and failed to 
establish a firm relationship between bricklaying and lung cancer. The 
authors point, in particular, to the role played by crystalline silica, 
found in sand, gravel, clay, stone, etc. and hence present in the course 
of numerous building operations such as the cutting of materials 
including ceramic products. Almost 20% of the workforce in the 
construction industry is regularly exposed to crystalline silica dust. 
 
The study is based on data gathered in 13 European countries, Canada, 
Hong Kong and New Zealand. Currently, crystalline silica is not covered 
by the EU Directive on carcinogens. The revision of this Directive to 
extend its scope to a larger number of carcinogens has slowed down 
since 2004. In December 2012, the European Advisory Committee for 
Safety and Health at Work (ACSH) – with representatives of unions, 
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employers and governments – adopted an opinion in favour of defining 
a binding occupational exposure limit value for silica which is so far not 
covered by this legislation. The international group of experts that 
cooperated in the SYNERGY-project aims to pave the way for better 
protection and compensation for workers in the bricklaying 
occupation. They conclude that a focus on the work environment, in 
particular the monitoring and control of respirable crystalline silica 
containing dust, may provide a further opportunity for lung cancer 
prevention. 
 
—————————— 
Report: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/ijc.28986/pdf  
Information about the SYNERGY-project: http://synergy.iarc.fr/
synergy_about.php  
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