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ABOUT THE OECD 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is an intergovernmental 
organisation in which representatives of 30 industrialised countries in North America, Europe and the Asia 
and Pacific region, as well as the European Commission, meet to co-ordinate and harmonise policies, 
discuss issues of mutual concern, and work together to respond to international problems. Most of the 
OECD’s work is carried out by more than 200 specialised committees and working groups composed of 
member country delegates. Observers from several countries with special status at the OECD, and from 
interested international organisations, attend many of the OECD’s workshops and other meetings. 
Committees and working groups are served by the OECD Secretariat, located in Paris, France, which is 
organised into directorates and divisions. 

 The Pesticide Programme was created in 1992 within the OECD’s Environmental Health and 
Safety Division to help OECD countries: 

• harmonise their pesticide review procedures, 

• share the work of evaluating pesticides, and 

• reduce risks associated with pesticide use. 

 The Pesticide Programme is directed by the Working Group on Pesticides, composed primarily of 
delegates from OECD Member countries, but also including representatives from the European 
Commission and other international organisations (e.g. United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, 
United Nations Environment Programme, World Health Organization, Council of Europe), and observers 
from the pesticide industry and public interest organisations (NGOs). 

 The Environment, Health and Safety Division publishes free-of-charge documents in ten different 
series: Testing and Assessment; Good Laboratory Practice and Compliance Monitoring; Pesticides 
and Biocides; Risk Management; Harmonisation of Regulatory Oversight in Biotechnology; Safety 
of Novel Foods and Feeds; Chemical Accidents; Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers; Emission 
Scenario Documents; and the Safety of Manufactured Nanomaterials. More information about the 
Environment, Health and Safety Programme and EHS publications is available on the OECD’s World 
Wide Web site (http://www.oecd.org/ehs/). 

 This publication was produced within the framework of the Inter-Organization Programme for 
the Sound Management of Chemicals (IOMC). It was approved for derestriction by the Joint Meeting of 
the Chemicals Committee and the Working Party on Chemicals, the governing body of the 
Environment, Health and Safety Division. 

The Inter-Organization Programme for the Sound Management of Chemicals (IOMC) was 
established in 1995 by UNEP, ILO, FAO, WHO, UNIDO and the OECD (the Participating 
Organizations), following recommendations made by the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and 
Development to strengthen co-operation and increase international co-ordination in the field of 
chemical safety. UNITAR joined the IOMC in 1997 to become the seventh Participating 
Organization. The purpose of the IOMC is to promote co-ordination of the policies and activities 
pursued by the Participating Organizations, jointly or separately, to achieve the sound management of 
chemicals in relation to human health and the environment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. This report presents the results of an OECD seminar on ways to achieve pesticide risk reduction 
through worker safety and training.  

2. The seminar was hosted by Czech State Phytosanitary Administration, in Brno, Czech Republic, 
on 21 March 2007. It was chaired by Dr. Wolfgang Zornbach of the German Federal Ministry of Consumer 
Protection, Food and Agriculture. 

3. This was the eighth in a series of seminars organised by the OECD Pesticide Risk Reduction 
Steering Group, a sub-group of the OECD Working Group on Pesticides. These seminars focus on key 
issues in pesticide risk reduction of concern to OECD governments. The seminars are intended to provide 
an opportunity for OECD governments to discuss the issues together with non-governmental stakeholders 
and to develop recommendations for further OECD activities. The reports from these seminars are 
available on the OECD public web site: 

http://www.oecd.org/env/pesticides, under “Risk Reduction.” 

4. The members of the Risk Reduction Steering Group selected ‘Worker Safety and Training’ as the 
topic of this seminar considering its significance for pesticide risk reduction in the fields of human health 
(worker protection) and the environment. The importance of training to worker safety was noted during the 
earlier OECD seminars and a workshop (i.e. the seminar on Compliance and Risk Reduction (2003), the 
seminar on Better Application Technology (2005), and the User Compliance Workshop (2006)) and in the 
OECD Second Risk Reduction Survey (2004-2005) on national risk reduction activities. 

5. Insufficient communication and lack of education and training contributed to non-compliance 
and resulted in higher risks for human health and the environment. Not all farmers receive sufficient 
information, education and on-going training. It is important to ensure that farmers have knowledge on the 
hazards and risks of agricultural pesticides, understand the laws, and keep abreast of changes in pesticide 
authorizations and restrictions. Through effective training, workers dealing with pesticides need to have 
sufficient advance notice of upcoming changes, and an opportunity to be involved in decision making; and 
sufficient explanation for the conflicting risk evaluations and pesticide approvals made by different 
countries.  

6. With particular concern of the safe use of pesticide application equipments, the seminar on Better 
Application Technology also addressed the importance of training for applicators and field workers. 
Education and training play a crucial role in reducing risk. They are an efficient and effective way of 
delivering complicated information to farmers.  Without good training, use of even the best equipment may 
not lead to the desired result of lower risk. 

7. In the OECD Second Risk Reduction Survey, many member countries expressed their interests in 
further work on “education/training and certification (mandatory or voluntary) and extension service.” 
Nine respondents, namely, Canada, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Korea, Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, 
the US, listed examples of training and extension services that they consider to be effective. Member 
countries’ concerns and current national efforts are described in the survey report. This seminar on Worker 
Safety and Training was intended to provide an opportunity for the member countries to exchange more 
information on national and international practices further to the results from the Second Risk Reduction 
Survey. 
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PARTICIPANTS 

8. People attending the seminar included representatives of: 

• The pesticide regulatory authorities of various countries and the European Commission; 

• CropLife International (the international association of pesticide manufacturers); 

• The International Labour Organisation (ILO); and  

• The International Federation of Agricultural Producers (IFAP). 

9. A participant list is attached as Annex 2. 

PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THE SEMINAR 

10. The main objectives of the seminar included: 

• to identify key issues concerning pesticide risk reduction through better training and measures 
for the protection of worker safety; 

• to get a better overview of national and international legislative and non-legislative activities for 
worker safety and training to reduce risks from handling and using agricultural pesticides;  

• to exchange information of OECD countries’ current activities in the areas of risk assessment 
and management to protect worker safety; 

• to identify possible ways of contributing to the goal of reducing risks related to pesticides in 
general;  

• to suggest options of further steps that can be available to OECD countries and key stakeholders 
in OECD and non-OECD countries to address the identified issues; and 

• to recommend possible future work for OECD. 

11. The seminar focused broadly on two aspects of protecting worker safety and training:  

• Safety of applicators including re-entry requirements and safety of field workers. The primary 
focus was on worker safety and training rather than occupational risk assessment that includes 
hazard information and re-entry regulations. Issues regarding registrant data requirements or 
safety of bystanders were not included;  

• Training of applicators, including legal provisions and national training and user certification 
programmes focusing on risk reduction in the context of handling and use of agricultural 
pesticides. Issues of medical training, emergency measures and other health care programmes 
associated with pesticide-related injuries were also addressed. 

STRUCTURE OF THE SEMINAR 

12. The first part of the seminar was devoted to presentations from government representatives and 
other stakeholders. The second part was devoted to round table discussions, conclusions and 
recommendations to the various types of stakeholders. 
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GOVERNMENT AND STAKEHOLDER EXPERIENCE WITH SAFETY AND TRAINING OF 
WORKERS 

13. Government representatives of Switzerland, USA, Hungary, and Czech Republic presented their 
experiences with worker safety and training. In addition, the Hellenic experience in operator exposure 
estimations and protective measures was presented and a representative of ILO gave a presentation on the 
ILO perspective of workers’ safety training. Representatives of CropLife International presented their 
actions in terms of training and a representative from IFAP presented the farmers’ concerns. Presentations 
are available in Annex 3. 

ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION 

14. After the presentations reviewing existing worker safety and training schemes and portraying 
perspectives of various stakeholders, the floor was opened to all seminar participants for a roundtable 
discussion. They reviewed the various aspects of worker safety programmes and the main areas for 
improvements. The participants identified several barriers to implementing measures for improving worker 
safety and training, and how they could be overcome. Finally they made recommendations on what 
different stakeholders could do to help further promote better worker safety and training in OECD 
countries. 

Minimum technical requirements and/or standards for worker safety measures  

15. Participants discussed whether minimum requirements and/or standards are necessary to improve 
worker safety. 

16. They noted that there is room for technical improvement of equipment (tractor cabs, application 
equipment and personal protective equipment) and that research should be made on these particular items. 
Establishing standards for the safety of operators when they are inside the tractor cabs as well as for 
spraying equipment and protective clothing could be a way of making progress (for the moment Germany 
is the most advanced country in this area; there are also a few draft standards being developed by CEN on 
the safety of tractor cabs and by ISO on protective clothing).  

17. Without going as far as developing standards, another solution could be to provide and 
disseminate reliable data on performance of equipment so that farmers and applicators can make their own 
judgment. 

18. An overview of existing good practices was also felt to be missing. Good professional practices 
in plant protection which include the proper use of agricultural pesticides are different in the various 
OECD Member countries. Therefore, the same level of safety may be reached in various ways. 

How to ensure that minimum requirements are met through education and training? 

19. Seminar participants were of the view that governments should decide how to reach safety 
standards (through mandatory or voluntary programmes).  

20. Recommendations or guidance should not be so high that they would be impossible to follow. 
Specific conditions have to be taken into account: standards on personal protective equipment for example 
should differ for open field treatments and for treatments in glass houses, they should also take into 
account the climatic conditions of the regions where they will be used.  
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21. Acceptance of personal protective equipment or of new measures is fundamental for the success 
of safety measures. Acceptance will be improved if there is awareness of safety issues thanks to 
information. 

Economic aspects related to training and safety measures  

22. Safety measures should not be too expensive: certification of users means additional costs for 
users, equipment should be affordable. 

23. The seminar participants discussed who should bear training costs and were of the view that costs 
should be shared by the various types of stakeholders (governments, industry, farmers’ community). 

24. Training costs can be mitigated by spreading individual training costs on farmers or agriculture 
employers’ associations that could develop training packages together.  

25. Economic incentives could be given to employers (e.g. a low rate of work accidents would 
reduce their contribution to the training budget of the employers association). 

Barriers to and solutions for meeting the technical and regulatory requirements for worker safety 

26. Many agricultural workers are temporary workers and specific solutions should be sought for 
them (e.g. “training passports”). 

27. The hazard part of the risk should not be forgotten, especially for acute toxic pesticides, as 
sometimes the exposure part of it only is taken into account.  

28. Lack of adequate information and communication is a barrier to reaching defined objectives in 
terms of safety. 

The way to communicate messages 

29. It was stressed that the way messages are communicated to the various targets is as important as 
the content of the message.  

30. It appears for example that farmers are much less receptive to health messages than to technical 
or economic messages. This has to be taken into account when elaborating messages for farmers. Crop-
related messages seem also to be a good way of communicating safety messages. 

31. Short and clear messages have to be developed. 

Overall conclusions 

32. An overall training and safety strategy should be developed as this would impact not only on 
worker safety but also on consumer safety and on protection of the environment. Everybody gets benefits 
from sustainable use of pesticides. Therefore, safety should be a shared responsibility of all stakeholders. 
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RECOMMENDED NEXT STEPS 

33. The group considered what different stakeholder groups could do to improve worker safety and 
training. In this regard, the following areas were identified as possible next steps that could be taken by 
governments, industry, and the OECD: 

• exchange information on the type of fabrics for personal protective equipment and their efficacy; 

• exchange information on evaluation surveys to measure how farmers react to training; 

• exchange information on existing good agricultural practices schemes; 

• exchange information on worker protection surveys; 

• assess costs and impacts of certification schemes; 

• make an evaluation of risk indicator schemes. 

34. The OECD could promote information exchange by providing links on the OECD website on the 
issues mentioned above. 
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ANNEX 1 

Seminar Programme 

Pesticide Risk Reduction Steering Group 
Seminar on Risk Reduction through Worker Safety and Training 

 
21 March 2007 

Brno, Czech Republic 
 

Introduction 

• Purpose and structure of the seminar 
• Tour de table to introduce participants 

Government Experience and Perspectives  

• Switzerland:  Provisions for the professional use of pesticides in Switzerland 
(Roland von Arx, Federal Office for the Environment, Soil Section)  

• USA:  EPA Pesticide Worker Safety Programme (Anne Lindsay, EPA's Office of 
Pesticide Programs) 

• Hungary:  Hungary’s Experience on Pesticide Risk Reduction (Janos Molnar, 
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development) 

• Greece:  The Hellenic experience in operator exposure estimations and protective 
measures (Agathi Charistou, Benaki Phytopathological Institute, Department of 
Pesticides Control)  

• Czech Republic  Professional Qualification for Plant Protection Products 
Handling in Czech Republic (Josef Svaricek, State Phytosanitary Administration, 
Plant Protection Products) 

Coffee 

 
Stakeholder Experience and Perspectives 
 
Industry: 

• CropLife International: Industry stewardship, worker safety and training 
programmes (Keith Jones, Croplife International, Hans Felber, European Safe Use 
Initiative, Heinrich Wicke, Bayer CropScience) 

Farmers: 
• International Federation of Agricultural Producers COPA-COGECA safety 

guidelines for spray operators (Luc Peeters, COPA-COGECA Working Group on 
Phytosanitary Affairs) 

Intergovernmental International Organisations: 
• International Labour Organisation: Workers' safety training: An ILO perspective 

(Ann Herbert, Agriculture Specialist) 

Lunch  
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Round-table Discussion 

• Minimum technical requirements and/or standards for worker safety measures via 
education and training (worker protection, operator exposure, environment 
protection) 

• Regulatory requirements that exist in different countries, and existing guidance and 
other voluntary measures concerning worker safety for risk reduction 

• Economic aspects related to innovation and adoption of lower risk pesticides 
handling; what could governments and others do to promote them? 

Coffee 

Round-table Discussion (continued) 

• Good practices and innovative approaches 
• Barriers to and solutions for meeting the technical and regulatory requirements for 

worker safety 
• Opportunities for further development for all stakeholders 

Summary of the Discussion, Ideas for Follow-up, Recommendations for possible 
further OECD work 

End of the seminar 
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ANNEX 2 

Participants List for Seminar on Worker Safety and Training 

Brno, Czech Republic 
 

21/3/2007 
 

Australia/Australie 
 

Dr. Eva BENNET-JENKINS 
Program Manager (Pesticides) 
Australian Pesticides & Veterinary Medicines Authority 
PO Box E240 
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Australia 
Email: eva.bennet-jenkins@apvma.gov.au 

 
Canada/Canada 
 
 

Dr. Richard AUCOIN 
Chief Registrar 
Sir Charles Tupper Building, 7th fl. 
Pest Management Regulatory Agency 
2720 Riverside Drive 
K1A 0K9 Ottawa 
Canada 
Email: Richard_Aucoin@hc-sc.gc.ca 

 
 
 

Martha FARKAS 
Section Head 
Harmonization and Work Sharing Pest Management Regulatory Agency 
Health Canada 
International Development Research Centre (IDRC, Canada) 
2720 Promenade Riverside Drive 
K1A OJ9 Ottawa 
Canada 

 
Finland/Finlande 
 
 

Mrs. Sari AUTIO 
Senior Advisor 
Finnish Environment Institute 
Chemicals Division 
P.O. Box 140 
FIN 00251 Helsinki 
Finland 
Email: sari.autio@ymparisto.fi 
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Germany/Allemagne 
 
 

Mr. Herbert KOEPP 
Head of unit  
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Federal Office for Consumer Protection and Food Safety 
Messeweg 11/12 
38104 Braunschweig 
Germany 
Email: herbert.koepp@bvl.bund.de 

 
 
 

Dr. Wolfgang ZORNBACH (Chair) 
Plant Protection 
Federal Ministry for Food, Agriculture and Consumer Protection 
(BMELV) 
Rochusstr. 1 
53123 Bonn 
Germany 
Email: Wolfgang.Zornbach@bmelv.bund.de 

 
Greece/Grèce 
 
 

Ms. Agathi CHARISTOU 
Benaki Phytopathalogical Institute 
Department of Pesticides Control 
7 Ekalis Street Kilissia 
14651 Athens  
Greece 
Email: A.Charistou@bpi.gr 

 
Hungary/Hongrie 
 
 

Dr. János MOLNÁR 
Senior Counsellor 
Department of Plant Protection 
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development  
Kossuth Tér 11. 
H-1055 Budapest 
Hungary 
Email: molnarja@fvm.hu 

 
Ireland/Irlande 
 
 

Dr. Mark LYNCH 
Pesticide Control Service 
Department of Agriculture & Food Laboratories 
Backweston Campus 
Young's Cross 
Celbridge 
County Kildare 
Ireland 
Email: MarkR.Lynch@agriculture.gov.ie 
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Japan/Japon 
 
 

Mr. Ryuji AOKI 
Officer 
Risk Assessment Division 
Food Safety Commission Secretariat, Risk Assessment Division 
Prudential Tower 6F 
2-13-10, Nagata-cho, Chiyoda-ku 
100-8989 Tokyo 
Japan 
Email: ryuji.aoki@cao.go.jp 

 
 
 

Mr. Yasunobu AOKI 
Section Chief 
National Institute for Enviromental Studies  
16-2 Onogawa 
305-8506 Tsukuba 
Japan 
Email: ybaoki@nies.go.jp 

 
 
 

M. Katsuya SATO 
Chief 
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Bureau 
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 
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100-8950 Tokyo 
Japan 
Email: katsuya_sato@nm.maff.go.jp 

 
 
 

Mr. Akio YAMAMOTO 
Director 
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Japan 
Email: yamamoto@acis.go.jp 

 
 
 

Dr. Midori YOSHIDA 
Special Adviser 
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Japan 
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Switzerland/Suisse 
 
 

Dr. Roland VON ARX 
Federal Office for the Environment FOEN 
CH-3003 Bern 
Switzerland 
Email: roland.vonarx@bafu.admin.ch 
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Uni 
 
 

Mr. Mark BRIGGS 
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Mallard House 
Kings Pool 
3 Peasholme Green 
York, Y01 7PX 
United Kingdom 
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Deputy Director 
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20460 Washington 
United States 
Email: lindsay.anne@epa.gov 

 
 
 

Ms. Lois ROSSI 
Director, Registration Division 
Office of Pesticide Programs, 7505-PY 
US Environmental Protection Agency 
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 
20460 Washington 
United States 
Email: rossi.lois@epa.gov 

 
EC/CE 
 
 

Mr. Wolfgang REINERT 
Administrator 
DG Health & Consumer Protection 
European Commission 
Unit D.3: Chemicals, Contaminants and Pesticides 
Rue de la Loi 200, F101, 4-80 
1049 Bruxelles 
Belgium 
Email: wolfgang.reinert@ec.europa.eu 

 
Business and Industry 
Advisory Committee 
(BIAC)/Comité consultatif 
économique et industriel 
(BIAC) 
 
 

Mr. Hans FELBER 
Project Manager 
Rennweg 98 
Basel 
Switzerland 
Email: hans_felber@sunrise.ch 
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ANNEX 3 

Seminar Presentations 

Government Experiences 
 

• Switzerland: Provisions for the Professional Use of Pesticides in Switzerland (Roland von Arx, 
Federal Office for the Environment, Soil Section)  

• USA:  EPA Pesticide Worker Safety Programme (Anne Lindsay, EPA's Office of Pesticide 
Programs) 

• France: Health and Safety in Agriculture: Worker Safety and Training in France (Fabienne 
Collet, Ministry of Agriculture, Regulations and Safety at Work Bureau) 

• Greece: The Hellenic experience in operator exposure estimations and protective  measures 
(Agathi Charistou, Benaki Phytopathological Institute, Department of  Pesticides Control)  

• Czech Republic Professional Qualification for Plant Protection Products Handling in Czech 
Republic (Josef Svaricek, State Phytosanitary Administration, Plant Protection Products) 

Other Stakeholder Perspectives 
 
Industry: 

• CropLife International: Industry stewardship, worker safety and training programmes (Keith 
Jones, Croplife International, Hans Felber, European Safe Use Initiative, Heinrich Wicke, Bayer 
CropScience) 

Farmers: 
• International Federation of Agricultural Producers COPA-COGECA safety guidelines for 

spray operators (Luc Peeters, COPA-COGECA Working Group on Phytosanitary Affairs) 

Intergovernmental International Organisations: 
• International Labour Organisation: Workers' safety training: An ILO perspective (Ann 

Herbert, Agriculture Specialist) 
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Professional Qualification for Plant Protection Products Handling in the Czech Republic 
(Josef Svaricek, Plant Protection Products Section, State Phytosanitary Administration) 

 

Requirements for professional qualification for Plant Protection Products handling in the Czech 
Republic are based on the Article 86 of the Act No 326/2004, on Plant Health and Amendments to Certain 
Related Acts, as last amended. 

A natural person or legal entity whose business activity includes storage, sales to consumers, use or 
direct application of products and/or providing consultancy concerning use of products (hereinafter 
“product handling”) must employ or contract a professionally qualified natural person for performance of 
these activities. This provision does not apply to retailing of small packages of products for home and 
garden use. 

A professionally qualified natural person should:  

• have the qualification for handling highly toxic PPPs required by the Article 44b) of the Act No 
258/2000, on Public Health Protection and Amendment of Certain Related Acts, as last amended 

• comply with the conditions of professional qualifications pursuant to Article 82, paragraph 2 of 
the Act No 326/2004, 

• hold a valid certificate of professional competence for handling products acquired on the basis of 
a successfully passed examination in front of an examination commission pursuant to Article 86, 
paragraph 5, letter a) of the Act No 326/2004, 

• hold a valid certificate of professional competence for handling products, after completion of a 
professional course in good practice in plant protection and in safe handling of products and a 
successfully passed examination, 

A professionally qualified natural person:  

• is responsible to a natural person or legal entity for compliance with the rules of good plant 
protection practice and safe handling of products minimising the risk of their adverse side effects 
on human and animal health and the environment, 

• shall organise annual training of persons who will directly manipulate with products concerning 
the rules and shall keep a record of the training for at least three years, 

• shall instruct persons that will be directly manipulating with the product about the features and 
effects of the product and with the methods of its good and safe handling, prior to start of work 
with every product, 

• may act for a natural person or legal entity at negotiations with the state administrative authorities 
authorized in matters concerning application of products. 

Professional courses providing knowledge of good plant protection practice and safe handling of 
products are held by educational institutions authorised by the Ministry of Agriculture on the basis of a 
proposal of the State Phytosanitary Administration pursuant to the provision of Article 5, paragraph 2 of 
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the Act No 326/2004. As concerns knowledge of human health protection, the bodies of the public health 
protection are authorised by the Ministry of Health in that matter pursuant to Act No. 258/2000. The 
courses are covering 15 main topics in the overall extent of 40 hours. 

Applications for test of professional qualifications (cca 7000 annually), including the administrative 
fee 200,- Czech crowns (CZK), are submitted to seven regional offices of the State Phytosanitary 
Administration, which:  

• appoints on the basis of agreement with the local institutions of public health protection 
Commissions for Examination of Professional Qualifications for Handling Products (consists of 
three qualified experts) and issues the relevant certificates to natural persons that has successfully 
passed the examination, with the validity of five years from the date of passing the examination, 

• keeps records of the authorised educational institutions, passed examinations and issued 
certificates.  

The examination of professional qualification consists of two parts – written test (20 questions) and 
oral examination (three questions plus possibility of one supplemental question). At least 75 % of right 
answers is necessary to pass the examination. 

Ministerial Decree No 333/2004, on Professional Qualification for the Field of Phytosanitary Care, 
specifies the technical details, e.g. items of the application for carrying out an examination of professional 
qualifications, composition of the examination commission, conditions of the examination, requirements 
for knowledge of the examined persons, methods of issuing and items to be included in the certificates of 
professional qualifications, the curriculum and scope of a professional course in good plant protection 
practice and safe handling products, and requirements for the educational institutions authorised for 
organisation of the courses. 
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Workers’ safety training: An ILO perspective 

by Ann Herbert, Agriculture specialist, International Labour Organization 
 

About a year and a half ago, as part of a training programme for labour inspectors on safety and health 
in agriculture, trainees and instructors went out on a field trip to visit two enterprises: one a sugar cane 
plantation, the other a commercial rice farm.  During both visits, we were invited to observe workers 
applying pesticides. 

In the first case, a team of sprayers were at work, with each man wearing a backpack sprayer and 
working in a designated part of the field, a certain distance from the others. Shortly after we arrived, their 
spray packs needed to be refilled so the four men gathered round the large plastic vat which held the 
pesticide and the large plastic tub with the water needed to dilute the product.  Each was wearing cotton 
coveralls, rubber boots, rubber gloves, a respirator and eye shields. The one responsible for mixing the 
solution donned a protective apron and methodically diluted the product to the proper level and with 
assistance from his team mates they carefully poured the solution into the sprayers, sealed the containers, 
put their packs back on, and went back to work. It was clear from the methodical way they worked, from 
the fact that each man carried out his duties at the appropriate time and in an attentive, but natural way, that 
they were not putting on a safety demonstration, but were simply carrying out their normal tasks under the 
eye of some outside visitors. Earlier, we had seen the company changing facilities, laundry room and 
showers, where workers changed out of their protective clothing, left their coveralls for laundering, 
showered and dressed in their own clothes before going home.  

Just a few kilometres away, on the rice farm, we observed a rather different scene. There the man 
applying the pesticide was dressed in a pair of shorts and a string T-shirt. He had a pair of flip-flops with 
him and had tied a bandana over his nose ostensibly to protect himself from the spray. He too was working 
with a backpack sprayer and as he walked between the rows of rice, he made a wide sweeping movement 
with his arm, cutting an arc of almost 270 degrees. As he progressed through the field, ever further 
downwind, he was, in effect, passing constantly through a pesticide shower – first, the one he had just 
sprayed, and later, the drift from his earlier passage a few rows upwind. When it came time to refill the 
pack, he mixed the solution in a bucket, next to a small gully and would either dip the bucket or a ladle into 
the gully water to dilute and stir the product. As he poured the solution into his backpack sprayer, there 
was considerable sloshing down the outside of the pack, which was perched precariously on the edge of the 
gully. He then swung the pack onto his back and continued with his work. 

Only a few kilometres separated these two scenes, but they were a world apart in terms of safety 
management in agriculture. In the first case, the enterprise was aware of the hazards of pesticide use and 
had set up standard procedures to minimize the risks that workers faced in the course of their work. 
Workers were trained to follow safe work procedures and supervised to ensure compliance. The enterprise 
took its responsibilities seriously in terms of providing appropriate protective equipment, ensuring that it 
was properly used and maintained, and providing laundry and shower facilities to minimize the opportunity 
for pesticide traces to be borne home to their employees’ families. They kept track of work schedules to 
avoid over-exposure and provided regular health checkups to those who worked with pesticides. Needless 
to say, none of these precautions were evident on the rice farm. 

Almost every time I travel in a developing country, when the subject of pesticides is raised, I hear an 
account that generally unfolds along these lines. “We had a sad case of a poisoning here not too long ago. 
A small child took a drink from a coke bottle and died a terrible death. The parents are distraught and can’t 
stop blaming themselves. They never imagined their little one would die from drinking a pesticide. It’s 
really tragic. Something should be done.” 
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I believe that we are gathered here today because we all agree that “something should be done” to 
minimize the possibility of illness and death resulting from the use (or misuse) of pesticides. I’ve been 
invited to tell you briefly about the work of the International Labour Organization in this domain. In the 
time allotted to me, I will try to give you a picture, painted in rather broad brushstrokes of the philosophy 
of our approach, the policy framework which we encourage, and some of the practical activities that we 
undertake with our constituents.  

When I say “constituents”, I’m referring to our 179 member States and to the representative 
organizations of employers and workers that are active in each of these. Unlike other inter-governmental 
organizations, ILO is tripartite in its composition, governance structures and philosophy. Employers and 
workers’ organizations have an equal voice with governments in determining policies and programmes of 
the organization and in adopting international normative instruments, that is, the Conventions and 
Recommendations, which collectively are known as international labour standards. 

The basic philosophy of the ILO boils down to a few key principles. Among these are tripartism and 
social dialogue which imbue the work of the ILO. They are seen as important means of achieving the 
overall objective of the Organization, which is to ensure that women and men have the opportunity to 
obtain decent and productive work in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity.  

Occupational safety and health has been a very fruitful area for social dialogue. International labour 
standards on occupational safety and health set out policy frameworks and encourage management 
processes, which can be developed and applied both at the national level as well as within enterprises. 
They also set out the respective responsibilities of public authorities, employers and workers in their 
implementation. This is true, for example, of the Occupational Safety and Health Convention, 1981 (No. 
155), the Chemicals Convention, 1990 (No. 170) as well as the Safety and Health in Agriculture 
Convention, 2001(No. 184).  It is also true of the ILO Guidelines on occupational safety and health 
management systems (ILO-OSH 2001). 

The overall approach of these instruments is to aim for systemic, rather than piecemeal improvements. 
Their principal method is to bring together those responsible for various parts of the solution to interact 
with each other, to consult each other and to cooperate in developing and implementing appropriate legal 
and policy frameworks as well as the control systems needed to make work safe. 

Unlike some technical standards that are largely science-based, ILO standards focus on the human 
aspects of building safe systems: the legal architecture, the regulatory framework, enforcement procedures, 
the definition of roles and responsibilities among government agencies, employers and workers, 
management processes, not to mention the need for information-sharing, broad awareness-raising, and of 
course the training of workers.  

We can see in practice how a few of these threads are intertwined in a key technical area such as the 
safe management of chemicals. The Chemicals Convention of 1990 provides that the competent authority 
shall establish systems and criteria for the classification of chemicals according to the type and degree of 
hazards they present, in accordance with national or international standards. All chemicals shall be marked, 
and in addition, all hazardous chemicals shall be labelled in a way that is easily understandable to workers 
as regards their classification, the hazards they present and the safety precautions to be observed. Chemical 
safety data sheets for hazardous chemicals shall be provided to employers.  

Suppliers of chemicals, whether they are manufacturers, importers or distributors, are responsible for 
ensuring that such chemicals have been properly classified and marked, that the hazardous chemicals that 
they supply are labelled and that chemical safety sheets are prepared and provided to employers.  
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Employers, in turn, must ensure that all chemicals used at work are labelled or marked, that any 
necessary precautions are taken when they are used, and that records are maintained of the hazardous 
chemicals used at the workplace, cross-referenced to the appropriate chemical safety data sheets. This 
record shall be accessible to all workers concerned and to their representatives. Notice this aspect of 
communication of information among the concerned parties. 

Employers are responsible for monitoring and recording the exposure of workers to hazardous 
chemicals and ensuring that they are not exposed to chemicals in excess of the exposure limits. They are 
responsible for carrying out risk assessments and for taking action to eliminate or minimize the risk 
through the choice of chemicals used, the choice of technology, the adoption of appropriate working 
systems and practices, the use of adequate engineering controls and where these do not suffice, through the 
provision and maintenance of personal protective equipment and clothing at no cost to the worker. 

Importantly, employers have the duty to inform workers of the hazards they face in the workplace in 
terms of chemical exposure, to instruct workers on how to use the information provided on labels and 
chemical safety data sheets, to use the chemical safety data sheets as the basis for their instructions to 
workers, and finally to train workers on a continuing basis in the practices and procedures to be followed 
for safety in the use of chemicals at work.  These employers’ duties are mirrored by workers’ rights to 
information on the identity and properties of chemicals used at work and the precautionary measures to be 
taken; as well as workers’ right to education and training. 

Employers and workers have reciprocal responsibilities to cooperate as closely as possible with each 
other with respect to safety in the use of chemicals at work. Workers additionally have a duty to comply 
with all chemical safety procedures and practices. 

Let us think back now to the sugar cane plantation and to the rice farm. Think about how 
conscientiously the sugar cane workers protected themselves through the adoption of safe work methods. 
This was not due to chance, nor to the individual initiative of any one of them. It was clearly the result of a 
management system that took safety and health seriously. The employers provided information and 
training to the workforce, ensured that safe work practices became standard practice and made certain that 
the workers properly used the personal protective equipment provided to them. The employers backed this 
up with occupational hygiene measures. Workers and employers cooperated to minimize workers’ 
exposure to chemical hazards and thereby protected their health, and the health of their families.   

Now think back to the sprayer in the rice field and consider what the absence of a chemical 
management system means. An individual worker, particularly in a developing country, may know that he 
is carrying out potentially dangerous work, but he will not have the means to work safely unless a system 
is in place to provide the necessary protections. Alone, he will lack basic information about the hazards he 
faces, he will be unaware of the safe work practices he needs to adopt, he will probably be unable to afford 
the personal protective equipment needed and would not be instructed in its use and maintenance.  In the 
case I witnessed, the bandana over his nose was the man’s only protection. 

Let us now step outside of the formal world of work, outside of an employment relationship and recall 
the child with the coke bottle. This too is an example of what the absence of a chemical management 
system can mean, but here we are talking about the lack of control over a chemical supply chain along 
which pesticides flow from the point of importation to the home of the ultimate user. In many countries, 
particularly poor developing countries, chemicals are imported in bulk and as they move down the 
distribution chain they are transferred from larger to smaller containers, until finally the small farmer buys 
a certain quantity of chemicals poured into whatever container he has brought from home. There is no label 
to indicate the name of the product, the level of toxicity, the proper dilution, nor the precautions to respect. 
He simply takes the jar or bottle home.  
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The WHO estimates that there are between two and five million pesticide poisonings each year, 
approximately 40,000 of which are fatal. Many of these are in developing countries. I am sure that we 
agree that “Something should be done”.  But what?  And by whom? 

The answer, I believe, will involve many parties.  For its part, the ILO has focused on raising the 
profile of OSH issues, and pushing them higher up the political agenda of its member States. Over the past 
four years, the International Labour Conference, which brings together roughly 3000 representatives of 
governments, employers and workers’ organizations, has adopted two major initiatives in this area: first, a 
global strategy which places considerable emphasis on promotion, awareness raising, advocacy and the 
dissemination of knowledge – and in particular to vulnerable workers and those in the informal economy; 
and second, a Promotional Framework Convention, adopted in 2006, based on the concept of continuous 
improvement of national occupational safety and health systems – in a sense, taking a management 
systems approach to the national level. 

ILO has also worked with our tripartite constituents in a number of countries to develop training 
programmes both for agricultural enterprises, involving both safety manager and worker safety 
representatives, as well as for small farmers in rural communities. These stress the need for safe transport, 
handling, storage and disposal of chemicals. Agricultural employers and agricultural trade unions have 
been strong partners, strong message-bearers, in these efforts. 

But when we talk about spreading a safety consciousness to a wider public, and in particular to small 
farmers, additional partners are needed.  I have seen the thirst for information in rural communities in 
developing countries and can see opportunities for collaboration at various levels. There is clearly a need 
for greater collaboration among public agencies at the national and local levels that may not have worked 
together in this area before, for example, public health clinics, local schools, veterinary services, 
agricultural extension agencies, along with local community groups, farmers’ associations and rural 
workers’ organizations. International agencies working in agriculture and rural development could pool 
their efforts for greater impact, through technical cooperation activities. OECD countries could share their 
experience and expertise in chemical management systems with developing countries. 

Today we hear a lot about corporate social responsibility and about public/private partnerships. 
Indeed, private companies have a key role to play in raising safety awareness. Suppliers of agrichemicals 
could use their commercial distribution channels as conduits of information, making sure that their 
distributors provide safety information along with the products they sell. They could ensure that their 
products are available pre-packaged in small quantities and clearly marked so that end-users would know 
what they were buying and how to use it properly. And they could tap the power of the market place to 
deliver potent safety messages. Agrichemical firms could earn the respect of their clients by delivering 
safety information through radio programmes, trade fairs, and their company’s own extension and training 
services. 

Much of the work of the International Labour Organization in the area of safe management of 
chemicals has focused on developing systematic approaches to handling workplace challenges and using 
social dialogue to achieve this. This will continue to be the case, but if we are to move towards creating a 
preventive safety culture, this dialogue needs to be much wider.  There’s a role for all of us to play and 
many voices need to be heard. 

 


