Ensuring a secure, safe and competitive Europe that has well-protected jobs through a cobalt Occupational Exposure Limit 

The Cobalt Institute supports a permanent EU-wide 20 µg Co/m3 (inhalable) Occupational Exposure Limit for cobalt. We also support the establishment of an additional respirable limit value.

A 20 µg Co/m³ OEL is a world-leading standard that prioritises workers’ safety while positioning Europe as a global leader in occupational health standards.  

Cobalt is critical to Europe’s global competitiveness, security, and its energy transition. A 20 µg Co/m³ limit also ensures the continued operation of most cobalt industry sectors, minimising disruption to investment and jobs while safeguarding workers' health.

This compares to a 10 µg Co/m3 and 1 µg/m3 limit, which would have existential impacts on Europe’s cobalt industry as well as Europe’s sustainable prosperity and competitiveness.

Cobalt is essential to everyday life, security, and the energy transition.

70% of cobalt is used in batteries. 40% of this goes into electric vehicles and 30% into portable electronic devices like laptops and mobile phones. The remaining uses are lower tonnage, but often essential. In aerospace and defence, for example, cobalt is used to make superalloys that can withstand high temperatures and is used in magnets, sensors and avionics. Without it, modern aviation, missiles and other many other defence products simply do not work.

Cobalt will help Europe deliver its political ambitions. It will need to increase cobalt use by 350% by 2050 to meet the needs of the energy transition, driven in particular by the use of cobalt in battery cathodes, with a 135% increase in cobalt jobs by 2030 alone. Europe will also be able to source some 65% of all its cobalt demand from recycled electric vehicle batteries, based on the targets within the Batteries Regulation, contributing not only to security but also circularity. 

In recent years, the EU has recognised the importance of critical raw materials like cobalt. In the Critical Raw Materials Act cobalt has been labelled a Strategic Raw Material, with benchmarks set to ensure 40% of Europe’s cobalt needs come from domestic processing and refining, and 15% of needs come from domestic recycling. Applied specifically to cobalt and extrapolated to 2050, these targets imply that Europe’s cobalt refining and processing industry needs to grow by 122% (2.2 times) and recycling by 150% (2.5 times).

In recent years the cobalt industry has faced historically low prices, stemming from global overcapacities. This has already led to globally-significant cobalt facilities in Europe being put at risk of closure[footnoteRef:2]. Current market conditions make meeting the above goals extraordinarily challenging, before the costs of an Occupational Exposure Limit are factored in. [2:  Reuters: “Cobalt miner Jervois in rescue deal to better compete with China” 
] 


[bookmark: _Hlk190696664]In short – cobalt is essential for the EU’s political ambitions for a prosperous and competitive Europe.


What is the challenge around an Occupational Exposure Limit?

The EU has proposed introducing an Occupational Exposure Limit (OEL) for cobalt – a measure the Cobalt Institute has long-supported. However, the value set needs to be appropriate. 

The European Chemicals Agency’s Risk Assessment Committee (RAC) proposed a 1 µg/m3,[footnoteRef:3] value in December 2022. This is despite the fact that the RAC itself recognises in their opinion that evidence of lung irritation in humans is limited[footnoteRef:4] and acknowledges that studies showing increased incidences in workers occupationally exposed to cobalt did not adjust for factors such as smoking or exposure to other irritants. In addition, RAC also recognises that cobalt likely has a safe level (against cancer), with available evidence from humans not showing an increased risk in cobalt workplaces. [3:  Throughout this document 1 µg Co/m³ refers to the inhalable fraction. We support a respirable fraction OEL, but don’t quote this for the sake of brevity.]  [4:  RAC Opinion of the assessment of the scientific relevance of OELs for cobalt and inorganic cobalt compounds, page 4. ] 


According to a third party assessment (commissioned by the Cobalt Institute), introducing a 1 µg/m3 value would result in 3,050 site closures, 220,000 job losses, the closure of 100% of affected battery precursor manufacturers, 82% of affected cobalt recycling and 70% of metallurgical alloy manufacturing[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  OEL socioeconomic impact assessment conducted by eftec, commissioned by the Cobalt Institute] 


A 10 µg/m3,[footnoteRef:6] implemented without a transition period would result in 1,550 site closures, 110,000 job losses, the closure of 71% of affected battery precursor manufacturers, 32% of affected cobalt recycling and 21% of metallurgical alloy manufacturing[footnoteRef:7]. In this context, making investments to grow the industry would be nearly impossible and would have ripple effects throughout the whole ecosystem of industries [6:  Throughout this document 10 µgCo/m3 refers to the inhalable fraction. We support a respirable fraction OEL, but don’t quote this for the sake of brevity.]  [7:  OEL socioeconomic impact assessment conducted by eftec, commissioned by the Cobalt Institute] 


The Working Party on Chemicals and Advisory Committee on Health and Safety at Work (ACSH) recommended a limit value of 10 µg/m3 after six years’ transition at 20 µg/m3,[footnoteRef:8]. The ACSH additionally recommended that, at the latest 13 years after entry into force of the Directive, the Commission should have assessed the feasibility to reducing the respirable OEL further to a level corresponding to a residual risk of 4:10000 – which would equate to a very low value, where the impacts could well be similar to a 1 µg/m3 inhalable.  [8:  Throughout this document 20 µgCo/m³ refers to the inhalable fraction. We support a respirable fraction OEL, but don’t quote this for the sake of brevity.] 


Cobalt Institute, in collaboration with the consultancy eftec[footnoteRef:9], conducted an industry survey on the recommended transition period by the ACSH. The survey findings show that while transition periods reduce the impact of a 10 µg/m3 limit, it remains significant and would lead to around one in seven sites in the study ceasing production (down from around one in four under a 2 years transition). This would likely inevitably make Europe a less competitive as an investment destination, especially given subisdies available elsewhere. [9:  OEL socioeconomic impact assessment conducted by eftec, commissioned by the Cobalt Institute] 


The WPC and ACSH are not tasked with assessing these values in the context of broader Commission policies and politics. Given cobalt is a Strategic and Critical Raw Material, the Commission should consider what these values, and the impact on competitiveness and investment, would mean for the Commission’s broader political objectives, like strategic autonomy and economic security.

Setting an OEL for Cobalt below 20 µgCo/m3 would move swathes of the cobalt value chain out of Europe, leading to even greater dependency on imports from outside the EU. Rather than protecting workers, it would have the opposite effect of destroying European industry and jobs, and would not only be limited to cobalt facilities.

A Europe-wide 20 µg/m3 limit is a tough, world-leading limit that protects European workers and will allow most industry sectors to continue operating, limiting the impact on investment, and allowing Europe to continue meeting its ambitions for the global competiveness and energy transition. 

The most common value today in Europe is a 20 µg/m3 limit in cobalt manufacturing countries such as as Finland and Belgium, ensuring for decades through this value, that workers are correctly protected and allowing industry to operate effectively. 

A 20 µg/m3 value would be one the lowest in the world, and five times lower than the value that exists in the US and more than half that of China. It would have major impacts on industry in Europe and lead to site closures and job losses. However, many industries already meet these levels and achieving them has been shown to be feasible.

An eftec 2023 study shows that a 20 µg/m3 value would result in 740 site closures and 51,600 job losses, but importantly would result in no closures of battery precursor manufacturers or cobalt recycling and only 3% of metallurgical alloy manufacturing[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  OEL socioeconomic impact assessment conducted by eftec, commissioned by the Cobalt Institute] 


Every worker matters and an OEL should be set based on a robust scientific foundation, to prevent effects from occurring in the workplace. According to large human health datasets developed by industry, there are no adverse health effects in the workplace at 20 µg/m3. 

Based on Cobalt Institute socio-economic and scientific evidence, a 20 µg/m3 (inhalable) is the correct value to have in place to protect workers and let industry operate in Europe. 

The evidence shows that values lower than 20µg/m3 would lead to a significant number of jobs being lost – in practice just moving European jobs outside of Europe, with no impact on health for the jobs that remain. Even if we take the Risk Assessment Committee’s worst-case scenario (which we disagree with and they accept had limitations) the benefits to workers are limited, as in reality those most-affected jobs are being move to less well-protected jurisdictions like China or the US.

In summary:

· Europe needs its cobalt industry to grow by between 2 and 2.5 times by 2050 to align with the Critical Raw Materials Act benchmarks and meet the EU’s ambitions for a prosperous and competitive Europe. This means more investments are needed in the sector. 
· A Europe-wide 20 µg/m3 limit is a tough, world-leading limit that protects European workers which will allow most industry sectors to continue operating, limiting the impact on investment, and allowing Europe to continue meeting its ambitions.
· A 10 µg/m3 or 1 µg/m3 limit would have existential implications for industry, meaning this investment is unlikely to happen and instead the industry will shrink significantly. There is no data on whether, or to what extent, a transition period would mitigate this. 
· There is limited data to show that a 10 µg/m3or 1 µg/m3would have increased benefits to worker health compared to a 20 µg/m3 limit.

We recommend that the Commission consider adopting a permanent 20µg Co/m3 (with corresponding respirable value) which is protective of workers and can keep industry operating competitively.
