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“I wish that employers would pay as much attention to the health and safety of their employees as 

they pay to results of their work. The constant pressure of achieving best results, improper work 

management, not taking health and safety regulations seriously result in tragic situations like this. 

We need to remember that human life is priceless. For many, Janusz’s death is just another 

statistical case. For me, it is an irreversible tragedy that has changed my life forever. I have lost a 

loving husband and I am still suffering from the consequences of the loss. The accused companies 

should be absolutely found guilty. Perhaps this will prevent other accidents from happening.” 

 

Grazyna Trybala, wife of Janusz Trybala, who died while at work on a Waste Energy Plant 

in Maidstone, Kent, on 19 July 2005 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

This report focuses on the numbers, circumstances and causes of deaths of migrant workers in 

Britain whilst at work.  

 

UK published research shows that migrants are more likely to be working in sectors or 

occupations where there are existing health and safety concerns and that their status as new 

workers may place them at added risk – for example due to lack of language skills. Research in 

France, Germany, Italy and Spain strongly suggests that migrant workers are more likely to suffer 

workplace injuries than expected by their numbers within the workforce – although other research 

suggests that the rates of injuries between migrant and non-migrant workers within any particular 

sector is similar. No similar research has been undertaken in the UK. 

 

Numbers of migrant workers: There are no official figures for the numbers of migrant workers 

in Britain. The Health and Safety Executive’s (HSE) own commissioned research, published in 

2006, concluded that in 2005, 3.8% of the UK workforce comprised migrant workers. However, 

this figure now appears to have been an under-estimate. Later in 2006, the Office for National 

Statistics (ONS) published a paper concluding that 5.4% of the 2005 UK workforce comprised 

migrant workers and it is this figure which is now considered to be the ‘best estimate’. 

 

HSE’s commissioned 2006 research suggests that most migrant workers are in the health and 

social welfare sector – and the ONS has not published any alternative figures for migrant workers 

by sector. Estimates for the percentage of migrant workers in the construction sector range have 

ranged from 2.4% to 8%. 

 

Numbers of Migrant worker deaths: Until April 2008, the HSE did not collect information on 

the nationality of workers who died – and the nationality of those who have been injured remains 

unrecorded by the HSE. Following a series of Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests, the 

HSE has, however, released documents that show that since the year 2005/6 the HSE has 

undertaken manual trawls of its files to identify migrant workers who have died. In the 

construction sector, the documents show that manual trawl happened since 2002/3. 

 

The FOIA-obtained documents show that whilst in 2005/6 and 2006/7 the total number of 

migrant worker deaths were not disproportionate to the number of migrant worker deaths within 

the entire working population, this changed in 2007/8 where a disproportionate number of 

migrant workers did die: there were 8 deaths of migrant workers (7.9% of the workforce) when 

only about 5 (that is, 5.4% of the workforce) would have been expected.  

 

The situation in the construction sector is however starker. In 2005/6, 55% of all the migrant 

deaths involved construction workers; in 2006/7, this proportion increased to 62%, and in 2007/8, 

this increased to 66%. Also notable is the significant increase of migrant worker deaths within the 

construction sector itself. Whilst in 2002/3 only 3% of construction deaths involved migrant 

workers, by 2007/8 this was 17% - almost a fifth of all recorded construction deaths.  

 

Estimates for the number of migrant workers in the construction sector range from 2.4% to 8%. 

The 12 migrant worker deaths figure in 2007/8 – representing 17% of the total - is at the very 

least twice what should be expected, and may be many more times if the actual number of 

migrant construction workers is less than 8% of the total construction workforce. 
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Number of Migrant worker injuries: There is very little information on numbers and level of 

injuries to migrant workers, but one study by the HSE in the South West region - using only the 

surnames of injured workers with a reported injury as a marker of nationality - indicate that as 

many as 11% of reported injuries might be suffered by migrant workers. If this turned out to be 

an accurate figure, it would be double the expected level.  

 

Circumstances of migrant worker deaths: This report looks at the circumstances of 46 migrant 

workers’ deaths in England and Wales that the Centre for Corporate Accountability has collected 

over a seven-year period. Although this is not comprehensive, it gives an indication of the 

circumstances of how many migrant workers come to die at work. The workers who died came 

from 24 different countries (most of them East-European ones: 16 from Poland and 2 each from 

Ukraine, Romania and the Czech Republic). Most of these workers (31) were under 40 years of 

age, and 18 were 30 or younger. Most of these workers (24) died in the construction sector - 

although 11 died in the services sector, and 6 in the agricultural sector. The part of the country 

with most deaths is London, where there were 16 deaths – 36% of the total. 

 

State response to migrant worker deaths: In 37 of the 46 deaths a full inquest has been 

completed – with 28 of these deaths resulting in an accidental death verdict. In 5 cases there were 

narrative verdicts, in 3 there were verdicts of ‘misadventure; and there was 1 open verdict. There 

were no verdicts of unlawful killing.  

 

Coroners’ officers were asked whether or not the bereaved families had legal representation at the 

full inquest. Of the 15 cases about which we were able to obtain this information, 9 families 

(60%) did not have legal representation. This would be of particular concern if this percentage 

reflected the overall lack of representation of families at inquests following migrant worker 

deaths. 

 

This report also looked at the number of migrant worker deaths that have resulted in a prosecution 

for health and safety or manslaughter offences. Out of the 32 deaths where prosecution decisions 

had been made, 14 deaths – 44% of the total – had resulted in a decision to prosecute for health 

and safety offences. This is higher than the 30% of all workplace deaths that are estimated to 

result in legal action. The increased level in the number of migrant deaths that result in a 

prosecution could well indicate that their deaths – compared to most worker deaths - are the result 

of more culpable failures on the part of employers or others.  It could also, however, show that 

the HSE are more willing to find reasons to prosecute following a migrant worker death, or it may 

simply be because the deaths monitored by the CCA do not include other migrant workers deaths 

that did fail to result in a prosecution. 

 

This report also shows that the Health and Safety Executive failed to issue a press release 

following 7 out of 10 convictions that have resulted from these prosecutions.  

 

Since the deaths of 21 Chinese cockle pickers at Morecambe Bay in February 2004, the HSE has 

given considerable attention to migrant worker health and safety. It has made it clear that migrant 

workers – whether documented or not – have equal rights to adequate protection under health and 

safety law. It has dedicated inspector time to focus on the issue, ensured that reported incidents 

involving migrant workers in particular sectors are always investigated, and taken efforts to 

improve its communication to both employers and migrant workers themselves. However the 

recent increased reports in the number of migrant worker deaths indicate that more work – and in 

particular resources - need to be put into this issue. 
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The report recommends that increased research needs to be undertaken to determine the extent of 

the increased risk to migrant workers. The HSE must also collect information on the nationality 

of those injured at work, not just those that die at work: without collecting this information it will 

never be possible to look at whether migrant workers are at greater risk of injury. Particular focus 

needs to be given to the construction sector – and the Gangmasters (Licensing) Act 2004 should 

be amended to cover the construction sector.  
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