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Working Safely with Hazardous Substances 

 The theme for one day of Construction 
Safety Week 2018 is “Working Safely 
with Hazardous Substances”. 

 The European Agency for Safety and 
Health at Work (EU-OSHA) is running a 
two-year campaign with a focus on 
dangerous substances in the 
workplace: https://healthy-
workplaces.eu/en
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https://healthy-workplaces.eu/en


Introduction to the EU-OSHA 
campaign

 Coordinated by the European Agency for Safety 
and Health at Work (EU-OSHA)

 Organised in more than 30 countries

 Supported by a network of partners (national 
focal point networks)

3



Key objectives

 Raise awareness of the risks posed by dangerous 
substances in the workplace

 Promote a culture of prevention to eliminate or 
effectively manage risks

 Improve understanding of the risks associated with 
carcinogens

 Target workers with specific needs and vulnerabilities

 Provide information on policy developments and

relevant legislation
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What is the issue?

 Many workers are exposed to dangerous substances in European 
workplaces

 The awareness of this issue is often unknown by the worker
 Dangerous substances can lead to:

 acute and long-term health problems — for example skin 
irritation, respiratory diseases and cancer

 safety risks such as fire, explosion and suffocation
 substantial costs to businesses for protective measures and 

liability 
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What are dangerous / hazardous substances?

 chemicals, e.g. in paints, glues, disinfectants, cleaning 
products or pesticides

 process-generated contaminants, e.g. welding fumes, 
silica dust or combustion products like diesel exhausts

 materials of natural origin such as grain dust, asbestos or 
crude oil and its constituents

 Dangerous substances are likely to be present in almost 
all workplaces

 Harm can arise from both short- and long-term exposures 
and long-term accumulation in the body
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 Any substance (gas, liquid or solid) that poses a risk to workers’ safety and health:



Case Study - Carbon Monoxide Poisoning

 The HSA is concerned that workers on construction sites 
may still be unaware of the dangers of carbon monoxide 
poisoning from generators used in unventilated areas

 See www.hsa.ie for information sheet
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 HSA Warning to the Construction Industry:

http://www.hsa.ie/


Case Study - Crystalline Silica Dust

 The EC Carcinogens and Mutagens Directive is being 
updated and is expected to classify Respirable 
Crystalline Silica (RCS) as a category 1 carcinogen. 

 See www.hsa.ie for information sheet
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http://www.hsa.ie/


Definitions from the Chemical Agents 
Directive 

 (a) ‘Chemical agent’  means any chemical element or compound, on its own or admixed, as it occurs 
in the natural state or as produced, used or released, including release as waste, by any work activity, 
whether or not produced intentionally and whether or not placed on the market;

 (b) ‘Hazardous chemical agent’ means:

 (i) any chemical agent which meets the criteria for classification as hazardous within any physical 
and/or health hazard classes laid down in Regulation (EC) No 1272/2008l, … whether or not that 
chemical agent is classified under that Regulation; 

 (iii) any chemical agent which, whilst not meeting the criteria for classification as hazardous…… 
may, because of its physico-chemical, chemical or toxicological properties and the way it is used 
or is present in the workplace, present a risk to the safety and health of workers, including any 
chemical agent that is assigned an occupational exposure limit value under Article 3.

 ‘Activity involving chemical agents’ means any work in which chemical agents are used, or are 
intended to be used, in any process, including production, handling, storage, transport or disposal and 
treatment, or which result from such work.
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Facts and figures

 Chemical or biological substances are present in 38 % of enterprises 
according to EU-OSHA’s enterprise survey1

 Large companies often use more than 1,000 different chemical products

 A single worker can come into contact with hundreds of different 
chemical substances

 17 % of EU workers report handling or being in skin contact with chemical 
products or substances for at least 25 % of their working time2 and 11% 
breathing in smoke, fumes (such as welding or exhaust fumes), powder or 
dust (such as wood dust or mineral dust)

 New risks are emerging all the time
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1) Summary — Second European Survey of Enterprises on New and Emerging Risks (ESENER-2), 
EU-OSHA, 2015, p. 5. Available at: https://osha.europa.eu/sites/default/files/publications/documents/esener-ii-summary-en.PDF
2) Sixth European Working Conditions Survey, Overview Report, Eurofound, 2016, p. 43. Available at: 
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_publication/field_ef_document/ef1634en.pdf

https://osha.europa.eu/sites/default/files/publications/documents/esener-ii-summary-en.PDF
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_publication/field_ef_document/ef1634en.pdf


Facts and figures

 Sectors with high prevalence of dangerous substances 
include agriculture (62 %), manufacturing (52 %) and 
construction (51 %)1

 In many sectors, the use of chemicals has grown as 
chemical-based technologies have replaced traditional 
ways of working (pesticides, plastics, insulation etc.)
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1) ESENER-2 — Overview Report: Managing Safety and Health at Work, EU-OSHA, 2016, p. 18. 
Available at: https://osha.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ESENER2-Overview_report.pdf

https://osha.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ESENER2-Overview_report.pdf


How to manage dangerous substances?

 Creating a prevention culture and raising awareness is key

 Risk assessment is essential for effective prevention

 Implementing effective preventive and protective measures 

 Workers should be kept informed about: 

 the findings of risk assessment

 the hazards they may be exposed to

 actions to be followed to keep themselves and others safe

 what to do in case of an accident or when things go wrong

 Practical tools and guidance can help businesses manage the 
risks and ensure safe and healthy workplaces
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Chemical risk assessment

 The requirement for identification of hazards, evaluation of risks and implementation 
of control measures are outlined in the Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act, 2005

 The Chemical Agent Regulations 2001 and 2015 outline a specific requirement to 
complete a Chemical Agents risk assessment of the chemical agents used in the 
work place

 The Risk Assessment steps:
 Identify the chemical hazards

 Consider who might be affected and how they might be harmed

 Evaluate the risks – current controls and further precautions

 Document and implement your findings

 Update and review as required.
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3 steps to manage dangerous substances

Identify hazards:
 Make an inventory of substances/chemical products used and generated in the workplace 

 Collect information about the harm they can cause and how this can happen (from labels and safety data sheets) 

 Assess whether carcinogens or mutagens, for which more stringent rules apply, are used

Assess exposure:
 Identify those who may be exposed, including cleaners and maintenance workers

 Assess workers’ exposure (by type, intensity, length, frequency of exposure including combinations of exposures)

 Consider combined effects with other risks, for example fire risks, skin uptake, or wet work

Set measures:
 A hazard list can then be used to draw up an action plan, including who has to implement it

 Control the implementation and impact of the measures
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The STOP principle

 Employers need to set effective preventive and protective measures
 Dangerous substances and processes should be completely eliminated 

from workplaces (e.g. designing new work processes) 
 If elimination is not possible, risks must be managed based on a 

hierarchy of prevention measures  — the STOP principle
Substitution (safe or less harmful alternatives)
Technological measures (e.g. closed system, local exhaust 
ventilation)
Organisational measures (e.g. limiting the number of exposed 
workers or the exposure time)
Personal protection (wearing PPE)
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Carcinogens

 Carcinogens cause the majority of fatal occupational diseases in the EU

 Every year, occupational exposure to carcinogens causes:

 Range between 91,500 - 150,500 people to develop cancer 

 Range between 57,700 - 106,500 deaths (RIVM, 2016)
 Many cases of occupational cancer are preventable
 Stricter measures apply to carcinogens than to other dangerous substances, e.g. 

working in a closed system, restricting workers‘ access and record-keeping

 The Roadmap on Carcinogens aims to support policy, and help share information 
and good practices
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https://osha.europa.eu/en/themes/dangerous-substances/roadmap-to-carcinogens


Specific groups at risk

 Certain groups of workers can be particularly at risk from 
dangerous substances, including:
 women
 young workers
 migrant workers
 temporary workers
 untrained or inexperienced staff
 cleaners and contractors

 This may be because of particular sensitivity, inexperience or 
because of a lack of training or information

 The risks to these workers should be considered in risk assessment
 Who are the people that you need to assess in your workplace?
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Getting involved

Organisations of all sizes and sectors, as well as individuals, can get 
involved by:

 disseminating and publicising campaign materials

 taking part in or organising events and activities

 using / promoting tools for managing dangerous substances
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Campaign resources

 CIF’ Construction Safety Week: https://cif.ie/safety-week/
 HSA’ Safe Supply, Use & Management of Chemicals: 

http://www.hsa.ie/eng/Chemicals/
 EU-OSHA Promotion material: www.healthy-workplaces.eu
 EU-OSHA Napo films: https://www.napofilm.net/en
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https://cif.ie/safety-week/
http://www.hsa.ie/eng/Chemicals/
http://www.healthy-workplaces.eu/
https://www.napofilm.net/en


Thank You!

Paul O'Shea

Managing Director, Ashview Consultants & 
Chair, IIRSM Republic of Ireland Branch

DipNEBOSH, IMaPS, MIIRSM

M:+353(87) 6244199 (ROI)

O: +353 (1) 6190247 (ROI)

O: +44 (0) 28 30898126 (NI)

E: paul.oshea@ashviewconsultants.com

W: ashviewconsultants.com
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