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OVERVIEW 

This training module offers an overview of the European Union legislative framework 

regulating the use of personal protective equipment (PPE), with a focus on the duties and 

rights of both employers and employees. There are no specific directives related to the 

construction industry, as those concerning the use and market/safety requirements of PPE 

apply to all sectors.  

This module also incorporates a list of personal protective equipment items and a list of 

activities which may require the provision of personal protective equipment: such lists are 

based on Annexes II and III of Directive 89/656/EEC. 

The module has been prepared in line with the framework of the “Innovative e-Guide in 

CWH&S” project - 2013-1-BG1-LEO05-08722, funded by the Lifelong Learning Programme 

(LLP). 

The main aim of the project is to tackle identified problems and gaps in the VET systems of 6 

Euro countries, by developing an interactive multilingual e-learning tool for the acquisition of 

key competences in H&S signs and signals in construction industry. 

The project will train VET students, trainers/tutors, SME staff and raise awareness on the 

essential importance of Health and Safety in the construction sector. 
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1 EU Legislative Framework Concerning Personal Protective 

Equipment in Construction Industry 
 

1.1 The Directives in Force 

Directive 89/391/EEC of 12 June 1989
1
 represents the EU Occupational Safety and Health 

"Framework Directive", aiming to introduce measures to encourage improvements in the 

safety and health of workers at work. The Directive applies to all sectors of activity, both 

public and private, except for specific public service activities (armed forces, the police or 

certain civil protection services).  

On the basis of such "Framework Directive" a series of individual directives were then 

adopted. The Framework Directive contains general principles which fully apply to all the 

areas covered by the individual directives, but where individual directives contain more 

stringent and/or specific provisions, these special provisions of individual directives prevail. 

There are two main directives concerning personal protective equipment (PPE), namely: 

• Directive 89/686/EEC of 21 December 1989
2
, which provides for the harmonisation 

of the Member States’ laws relating to PPE. It lays down the conditions governing 

the placing on the market and free movement within the Community, as well as the 

basic safety requirements which PPE must satisfy in order to ensure the health 

protection and safety of users.  

• Directive 89/656/EEC of 30 November 1989
3
, which sets the minimum health and 

safety requirements for the use by workers of personal protective equipment at the 

workplace. 

According to both Directives, PPE is to be considered as any device or appliance designed to 

be worn or held by the worker to protect him against one or more hazards that are likely to 

endanger his safety and health at work. Moreover, the “General Rule” set by Directive 

89/656/EEC (Article 3) establishes that PPE should only be used when “the risks cannot be 

                                                           
1
 The text of the consolidated version is available in different languages and formats at the following link: 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:01989L0391-20081211 

2
 The text of the consolidated version is available in different languages and formats at the following link: 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:01989L0686-20031120 

 
3
 The text of the consolidated version is available in different languages and formats at the following link: 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:01989L0656-20070627 
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avoided or sufficiently limited by technical means of collective protection or by measures, 

methods or procedures of work organization”. 

The European Commission is currently working to revise Directive 89/686/EEC. The 

revision will extend the scope of the Directive, introduce definitions and adapted conformity 

assessment procedures for made-to-measure and individually adapted PPE as well as 

technical requirements regarding market surveillance.  

After the adoption by the European Commission in March 2014, the proposal is going to be 

discussed by the European Parliament and Council of the European Union under the ordinary 

legislative procedure. It will then be published in the Official Journal of the European Union 

and become law.
4
 

1.2 Duties and Rights of the Employer and the Workers  

Directive 89/656/EEC outlines that where risks to H&S can be identified, the first priority 

should be to eliminate such risks by finding safer alternatives, changing work practices or 

providing collective protection. As said before, PPE should only be used when the risks 

cannot be avoided or sufficiently limited. 

Furthermore, the directive lays down a series of obligations and circumstances falling under 

the employer’s responsibility, on the other hand providing workers with specific rights 

concerning PPE:
5
 

• All PPE must: be appropriate for the risks involved and the existing conditions at the 

workplace; take account of ergonomic requirements and the worker's state of health; 

fit the wearer correctly after any necessary adjustment (Art.4.1.) 

• When it is necessary for a worker to wear simultaneously more than one item of PPE, 

such equipment must be compatible (Art. 4.2.) 

• PPE is intended for personal use. If the circumstances require PPE to be worn by 

more than one person, appropriate measures shall be taken to ensure that such use 

does not create any health or hygiene problem for the users (Art. 4.4.) 

• PPE shall be provided free of charge
6
, in good working order and satisfactory 

hygienic condition (Art. 4.6.).  

                                                           
4
 More information can be found here: 

http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/mechanical/personal-protective-equipment/index_en.htm 

 
5
 For the complete list of provisions, check Directive 89/656/EEC, Section II (Employer’s Obligations). 
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• Workers shall be informed of the risks against which the use of PPE protects them 

(Art. 4.7.) 

• Training and, if appropriate, demonstrations in the wearing of PPE shall be organized 

by the employer (Art. 4.8.).  

• Ensure that PPE conforms to EC standards, conduct a risk assessment of the hazards 

and determine the characteristics of the PPE that are necessary to protect workers 

(Art. 5.1.).  

• Workers and their representatives shall be informed of all measures to be taken with 

regard to the H&S of workers when PPE is used at work (Art. 7). 

• Consultation and participation of workers and/or of their representatives shall take 

place in accordance with Article 11 of Directive 89/391/EEC on the matters covered 

by Directive 89/656/EEC (Art. 8) 

 

The provisions contained in Directive 89/391/EEC remain fully applicable with no prejudice 

to more restrictive and/or specific provisions contained in Directive 89/656/EEC.  

Directive 89/391/EEC establishes the worker’s responsibility to make correct use of the 

personal protective equipment supplied by the employer. 

2 List of Personal Protective Equipment Items
7
 

Safety footwear, eye protection and head protection are the usual minimum requirements for 

most jobs. Anyway a list of PPE items being used on construction sites should include: 

Head Protection 

• Protective helmets, headgear and scalp protection. 

Hearing Protection 

• Earplugs, earmuffs and similar devices, full acoustic helmets. 

Eye and Face Protection 

• Face shields, spectacles, masks, helmets with built-in safety visor and goggles. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 
6
 According to Member States’ provisions, the worker could be asked to contribute towards the cost of PPE 

when use of such equipment is not exclusive to the workplace. 

 
7
 This list has to be considered as non-exhaustive. Please refer to Annex II of Directive 89/656/EEC for a more 

extensive list. 
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Respiratory Protection 

• Dust filters, gas filters and radioactive dust filters. 

• Respiratory devices and insulating appliances with an air supply. 

Hand and Arm Protection 

• Gloves, mittens, finger stalls, over sleeves, wrist protection. 

Foot and Leg Protection 

• Safety shoes and safety boots (for example shoes or boots with metatarsal guards and 

puncture-resistant soles). 

Skin Protection 

• Barrier creams and ointments. 

Trunk and Abdomen Protection 

• Protective waistcoats, jackets, aprons and body belts. 

Whole Body Protection 

• Body-holding devices (safety harness). 

• Safety working clothing (two-piece and overalls). 

• Equipment designed to prevent falls 

• Clothing to provide protection from machinery, chemicals, radioactive contamination 

• Heat-resistant and thermal clothing, dust-proof clothing, gas-proof clothing. 

• Fluorescent signalling, retro-reflecting clothing and accessories. 

• Other protective coverings. 

3 List of Activities which May Require the Provision of Personal 

Protective Equipment
8
 

Head protection  

Protective helmets 

• Building work, particularly work on, underneath or in the vicinity of scaffolding and 

elevated workplaces, erection and stripping of formwork, assembly and installation 

work, work on scaffolding and demolition work, work on steel bridges and steel 

building construction, towers. 

                                                           
8
   This list has to be considered as non-exhaustive. Please refer to Annex III of Directive 89/656/EEC for a 

more extensive list 
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• Work in pits, trenches, shafts and tunnels. 

• Earth and rock works. 

• Work in underground workings, quarries, open diggings. 

• Work with bolt-driving tools.  

• Blasting work. 

• Work in the vicinity of lifts, lifting gear, cranes and conveyors. 

Foot protection 

Safety shoes with puncture-proof soles 

• Carcase work, foundation work and road works. 

• Scaffolding work and roof work. 

• The demolition of carcase work. 

• Work with concrete and prefabricated parts involving formwork erection and 

stripping. 

• Work in contractors' yards and warehouses. 

Safety shoes without pierce-proof soles 

• Work on steel bridges, steel building construction, masts, towers, lifts, steel hydraulic 

structures, steelworks and rolling mills, large containers, large pipelines, cranes, boiler 

plants and power stations. 

• Conversion and maintenance work, metal assembly work. 

• Work in quarries and open diggings. 

• Working and processing of rock. 

• Moulding work in the building materials industry. 

• Transport and storage. 

Safety shoes with heels or wedges and pierce-proof soles 

• Roof work. 

Protective shoes with insulated soles 

• Work with and on very hot or very cold materials. 

Safety shoes which can easily be removed 

• Where there is a risk of penetration by molten substances. 

 



8 

 

Eye or face protection 

Protective goggles, face shields or screens 

• Welding, grinding and separating work. 

• Caulking and chiselling. 

• Rock working and processing. 

• Work with bolt-driving tools. 

• Work on stock removing machines for small chippings. 

• The removal and breaking up of fragments. 

• Spraying of abrasive substances. 

• Work with acids and caustic solutions, disinfectants and corrosive products. 

• Work with liquid sprays. 

• Work with and in the vicinity of molten substances. 

• Work with lasers. 

Respiratory protection 

Respirators/breathing apparatus 

• Work in containers, shafts, underground or restricted areas and areas where there may 

be dust. 

• Spray painting. 

Hearing protection 

Ear protectors 

• Work with pneumatic drills. 

• Pile-driving work, blasting work. 

Body, arm and hand protection 

Protective clothing 

• Work with acids and caustic solutions, disinfectants and corrosive substances. 

• Work with or in the vicinity of hot materials and where the effects of heat are felt. 

• Shot blasting.  

Fire-resistant protective clothing 

• Welding in restricted areas. 
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Pierce-proof and leather aprons 

• Work with sharp objects. 

• Welding, forging, casting. 

Forearm protection 

• Cutting. 

Gloves and metal mesh gloves 

• Cutting, welding, handling of sharp-edged objects, other than machines where there is 

a danger of the glove's being caught. 

• Unprotected work with dangerous solutions. 

Weatherproof clothing 

• Work in the open air in rain and cold weather. 

Reflective clothing 

• Work where the workers must be clearly visible. 

Safety harnesses 

• Work on scaffolding. 

• Assembly of prefabricated parts. 

• Work on masts. 

Safety ropes 

• Work in high crane cabs. 

• Work in shafts and sewers. 

 


