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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT CHEMICAL SAFETY IN WORKPLACES

Occurrence of chemicals
Chemicals are present everywhere in our lives. They occur in our living environment, in
workplaces, and can be detected in polluted air, soil, improperly treated waters, food. On an
average day, out of the hundreds of thousands of artificial substances we use today, our bodies
can encounter up to thousands, think only of cleaning or using toiletries.
Effects of hazardous substances on health and safety
Some chemicals are harmless, but many of them can be harmful to health and the
environment. Some hazardous substances pose a safety risk, e.g. a risk of fire, explosion, or
suffocation, while others may be harmful to health, causing disease of the skin, respiratory
tract, lungs, liver, or other organs.
Some substances are inhaled, while others are absorbed through the skin. Hazardous
substances can also enter the body through food intake, e.g. when workers in a workplace
contaminated by chemicals eat or drink at their workplace despite the ban, or when they
swallow inhaled dust particles.
The effects of chemicals can occur immediately (e.g., strong acids severely damage the skin at
the site of contact), but can cause illness in the long run, even after decades (e.g. lung cancer).
Poisonings caused by household cleaners, paints and solvents mostly affect children, as they
do not recognize yet that those substances are hazardous. Improper storage of chemicals (e.g.,
filling detergents into beverage or mineral water bottles) is very dangerous, because anyone
can drink it accidentally and poisoning can occur immediately. Poisoning can also occur
during improper use of corrosive cleaning liquids (e.g. mixing hydrochloric acid and sodium
hypochlorite or commonly known as bleach) due to inhalation of released gases and vapours.
The role of chemical safety in prevention
The correct handling of chemicals and the establishment of chemical safety require an
appropriate procedure from production, through use, to the disposal of the generated waste.
The main purpose of chemical safety is to protect health and to ensure the protection of the
environment by avoiding or reducing risks.
Labelling
The most direct way of communicating the hazards arising from the properties of a hazardous
substance or mixture and the potential risks associated with its use is the label on the
packaging. Diamond-shaped pictograms bordered by a red frame indicate that it is a
hazardous substance or a hazardous mixture. Physical and chemical properties, e.g.
flammability, explosivity, oxidizing properties, or properties hazardous to health, e.g. toxicity,
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skin, eye and respiratory tract irritation, carcinogenicity, etc., and properties harmful to the
environment may present a danger.
In addition to the product information (e.g. the manufacturer's, distributor's name, address,
telephone number), the so-called H statements and P statements must also appear on the label.
H statements express the hazardous properties of the substance or mixture and indicate the
resulting risks, e.g. "H317: May cause allergic skin reaction”. P statements describe
precautions for safe use, handling and storage of the substance e.g. “P284: Wear respiratory
protection”, but also specify how to proceed if the hazardous substance is spilled or how to
dispose the generated waste.
The training on pictograms, the H and P statements is mandatory for all workers who come
into contact with chemicals.
Safety data sheets
The Safety Data Sheet is perhaps the most important tool for communicating information on
hazardous substances. The 16-point data sheets contain information that allows the user of the
substance or mixture to identify the hazards of the substance or mixture and to use them in a
safe way.
From an occupational safety and health point of view, point 8 of the data sheet is the most
important, describing the applicable limit values and the necessary risk management
measures, including technical prevention options (e.g. extraction devices) and the use of
appropriate protective equipment (e.g. goggles, respiratory protective equipment).
The content of the Safety Data Sheet should be communicated not only to workers who use
the chemicals but also to workers who otherwise come into contact with them.
Compliance with working rules
Workers must follow the rules and instructions for the use of hazardous materials and wear
the required personal protective equipment (e.g. protective gloves, goggles).
Accidents, injuries and malaise must be reported immediately to the person in charge of the
work.
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