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The ILO and global chemical management 

 The first international labour standards focused on chemical exposures and OSH (White Lead 

Convention in 1921)

 More than 1 billion workers exposed to hazardous chemicals each year and more than 1 

million workers lose their lives, countless others suffer from lifelong disability

 Significant majority of deaths are due to diseases caused by chemicals (asbestos, silica, heavy 

metals, pesticides, and many more)

 Hazardous chemical exposures in the world of work threaten our broader aims of decent work 

and social justice for all – workers that are sick cannot benefit from other labour rights

 Certain groups of workers face heightened vulnerability to OSH risks related to chemicals (e.g. 

those in the informal economy, micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises, migrant workers, 

individuals with disabilities and women)
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WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE: IMPORTANCE OF INTERNATIONAL 
LABOUR STANDARDS

 The ILO is a normative organisation: there are numerous voluntary initiatives on chemicals, but the 

ILO offers International Labour Standards with a strong supervisory mechanism

 Safe and healthy working environment as a Fundamental Principle and Right at Work – paradigm 

shift for the labour sector (C155 + C187)

 Importance of leveraging international labour standards on OSH and chemical hazards (e.g.  

Convention No. 170, Convention No. 174 + sectoral + risk specific 

 The ILO’s strong normative framework on chemicals can directly assist tripartite stakeholders in 

implementing national and workplace level chemicals management programs – key is that 

standards support ALL constituents: Governments, Workers, Employers 

 Upcoming: new standard to complement Convention No. 170 and future technical guidelines on 

chemicals – integrate key concepts such as emerging risks from climate change and just transition
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WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE: A JUST TRANSITION FOR ALL 

 Promotion of toxics elimination and substitution approach using ILO’s methodologies of the 

Hierarchy of Controls = greener workplaces 

 However - OSH is critical to a JT, as risks may arise not only due to environmental changes, 

but also in new work processes or novel materials used in the transition. 

 New processes and materials may also  increase OSH risks (e.g., lifecycle of solar panels; 

mercury in CFLs; cobalt in rechargeable battery electrodes)

 What is critical is enhanced risk assessment at all levels – national policy level but also at 

the workplace level (introduce a regulatory step between laboratory and consumer!)

 By prioritizing chemicals management within a just transition, we can work towards improved 

processes that 1) protect workers from hazardous exposures to chemicals, while at the same 

time 2) greening the economy in a way that is as inclusive as possible, creating decent work 

opportunities and leaving no one behind.
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WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE: 
SOCIAL DIALOGUE 
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 Facing a multi-crisis when it comes to chemicals and 

environmental change, we must leverage the strong 

foundation of social dialogue

 Importance of multisectoral coordination and 

cooperation

 Social justice recognizes that everyone, regardless 

of their background or socio-economic status, 

deserves equal protection and access to a safe and 

healthy working environment. 

 Ultimate goal of social justice for all 
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