
Occupational respiratory disease:
key facts for solicitors

Individuals with occupational COPD or cancer may not 
always recognise their disease as being due to 
workplace exposures since the role of occupation may 
be overlooked in light of other common causes such 
as smoking.

A range of lung and respiratory diseases can be 
caused by exposures in the workplace including 
conditions which can be fatal. These include: 

Respiratory cancers 
Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) 
Silicosis and other forms of pneumoconiosis 
Occupational asthma 
Allergic alveolitis (sometimes referred to as 
hypersensitivity pneumonitis) 
Allergic rhinitis

An estimated 43,000 people who worked in the last 12 
months have breathing or lung problems they regard 
as having been caused or made worse by their work in 
the year. However, these figures may be 
underestimated as they rely on workers making the link 
between their work and ill health.
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The diagram below shows the annual deaths in the UK caused by occupational lung disease:

Percentages do not sum to 100%, due to rounding.
Source: Estimates from epidemiological information including burden of occupational cancer research. https://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/causdis/

12,000 lung disease deaths each year are estimated to be linked to 
past exposures at work. We can help lawyers by providing advice and 
evidence on the adequacy of occupational respiratory disease risk 
control measures.
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