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Introduction 

1. Within the general context of International Labour Organization (ILO) action in the area of 
occupational safety and health (OSH), the protection of workers from exposure to 
hazardous substances has always been a major concern for the ILO since it was founded in 
1919, both in terms of standard setting and technical assistance to the tripartite 
constituents. Furthermore, current international, regional and national actions related to the 
sound management of chemicals illustrate the continued importance of this concern. The 
ILO has been, and continues to be, a major actor in international forums focusing on 
chemical safety, and ensuring that the views of its tripartite constituents are taken into 
account in the ongoing activities aimed at developing a global system for the sound 
management of chemicals. 

2. At its 292nd Session (March 2005), the Governing Body decided that a �Meeting of 
Experts to Examine Instruments, Knowledge, Advocacy, Technical Cooperation and 
International Collaboration as Tools with a view to Developing a Policy Framework for 
Hazardous Substances� would be held under the auspices of the ILO�s Sectoral Activities 
Programme during the 2006�07 biennium. 1 The purpose of the Meeting, as decided by the 
297th Session (November 2006) of the Governing Body, was to discuss how ILO 
instruments and other tools concerning OSH and hazardous substances could be best 
incorporated into a new policy framework and action plan. The Meeting could also 
examine best practices and appropriate national legal frameworks to promote safe and 
healthy working environments; review the roles of governments, and employers� and 
workers� organizations; and examine ways of establishing tripartite consultation 
mechanisms on OSH, and of ensuring that workers and their organizations participate in 
the consultation mechanisms and thereby build a preventive safety and health culture at 
work. The Meeting should also consider the impact of new and ongoing initiatives related 
to hazardous substances, including the UN-wide Strategic Approach to International 
Chemicals Management (SAICM). The Meeting could adopt recommendations that would 
be the basis for subsequent ILO action. 2 

3. At its 297th Session (November 2006), the Governing Body decided that the Governments 
of the following 12 countries would be invited to nominate experts to participate in the 
Meeting in their personal capacity: Australia, China, Egypt, France, Germany, India, 
Japan, Mexico, Russian Federation, South Africa, United Kingdom and the United States; 
the Governments of Belgium, Brazil, Bulgaria, Canada, Colombia, Denmark, Islamic 
Republic of Iran, Italy, Republic of Korea, Kuwait, Malaysia, Morocco, Netherlands, New 
Zealand, Nigeria, Poland, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Spain, Switzerland and the 
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela were placed on a reserve list to nominate an expert if 
any of the governments in the first list declined to do so. It was also decided that the 
participants at the Meeting would include 12 experts nominated after consultation with the 
Employers� group and 12 after consultation with the Workers� group of the Governing 
Body. 3 

4. In view of the above, this background paper prepared by the Office suggests that this 
Meeting of Experts should also take into account major ongoing international, regional and 

 
1 GB.292/13(Rev.). 

2 GB.297/15(Rev.). 

3 GB.297/15. 
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national activities in the environmentally sound management of chemicals, particularly the 
ILO�s Global Strategy on Occupational Safety and Health and the proposed revision of 
standards related to single substances, 4 the new Promotional Framework for Occupational 
Safety and Health Convention, 2006 (No. 187), 5 and the implementation of the Globally 
Harmonized System for the Classification and Labelling of Chemicals (GHS). 6  

5. The present document therefore presents, in a summary format, current action, issues and 
instruments relating to the sound management of hazardous substances. It provides an 
overview of the key aspects related to the prevention of exposure to hazardous substances, 
emerging hazards, a summary of related ILO and international standards and instruments, 
ongoing national, regional and international action, the role and impact of social dialogue, 
and proposes possible elements for developing an ILO policy framework and plan of 
action on hazardous substances. Its purpose is to provide a basis for discussions at the 
Meeting, as participants consider how, within the context of ILO standards and activities 
concerning OSH, the management of hazardous substances can be harmonized within the 
present international and regional frameworks for the sound management of chemicals. 
The conclusions of this Meeting of Experts will assist the ILO in further focusing its action 
to fulfil its long-standing international and inter-agency commitments in this area. 

 
4 Global Strategy on Occupational Safety and Health: conclusions adopted by the International 
Labour Conference (ILC) at its 91st Session, 2003, International Labour Office, 2004.  
ISBN 92-2-116287-7; full text available at http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/ 
safework/globstrat_e.pdf 

5 http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/safework/promoframe.htm 

6  GHS: United Nations, 2003, ISBN 92-1-116840-6; latest edition available at http://www. 
unece.org/trans/danger/publi/ghs/ghs_welcome_e.html 
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