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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. 

 




