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An Introduction to the GHS

What is the GHS?
The GHS is an acronym for ‘The Globally Harmonized System of classification and labelling of chemicals’.  It sets out: 
· Criteria for the identification of the intrinsic hazards of chemicals 

· Classification processes that use the available data on chemicals and compares it with defined hazard criteria, and

· Tools for hazard communication – on labels and Safety Data Sheets (SDS).
Many countries, and regulatory agencies within countries, already have systems in place to meet all or some of these goals. The systems are not however always compatible and companies have had the burden of maintaining multiple systems to meet the requirements of various regulatory agencies within their country and for countries to which they export.
The elements provided in the GHS provide a mechanism to meet the basic requirements of any chemical hazard communication system; i.e. to decide if the chemical product produced and/or supplied is hazardous and to prepare a label and/or Safety Data Sheet as appropriate.  The GHS Document integrates the technical requirements of hazard classification and communication with explanatory information on how to apply the system. 
The GHS Document integrates the technical work of three focal points (International Labour Organisation (ILO), Organisation for Economic Cooperation and development (OECD) and the United Nations Committee of Experts on the Transport of Dangerous Goods (UNCETDG)) with explanatory information.  It provides the building blocks for regulators to develop new or modify existing national programs that ensure the safe use of chemicals as they move through the product life cycle from “cradle to grave.” 

Why was the GHS developed?
The production and use of chemicals is fundamental to all economies. The global chemical business is worth more than $1.7 trillion per year. Chemicals directly or indirectly affect all our lives and are essential to our food, our health, and our life style. The widespread use of chemicals has resulted in the development, in many countries, of sector specific regulations (transport, production, workplace, agriculture, trade, and consumer products). Having information on the hazardous properties and control measures of chemicals available throughout their life cycle, allows the production, transport, use and disposal of chemicals to be managed safely. Thus, human health and the environment are protected. 
The sound management of chemicals includes systems through which chemical hazards are communicated to those who are potentially exposed; these groups include workers, consumers, emergency responders and the public. It is important to know what chemicals are present and/or used, the hazards they pose to human health and the environment, and the means to control them. A number of classification and labelling systems, each addressing specific use patterns and groups of chemicals, exist at the national, regional and international levels. The existing hazard classification and labelling systems address potential exposure to chemicals in all the types of use settings listed above.
Whilst existing laws and regulations may be similar, they are different enough to require multiple labels for the same product, potentially within the same country and for international trade, and to require multiple safety data sheets for the same product in international trade. In some cases regulatory agencies in the same country (for example, in the USA) as well as different countries have different requirements for hazard definitions as well as the information to be included on labels or material safety data sheets. For example, a product may be considered flammable or toxic by one agency or country, but not by another.
[image: image4.jpg]The various classification criteria in place, both within a country and internationally, for acute toxicity illustrates the point. Although most existing systems cover acute toxicity, the table at Annex 1 shows that what is considered hazardous, and how serious a hazard it is, varies considerably. These differences allow the same product to be hazardous in one country/system and not in another.  At the very least, the same product would have different labels and SDS.
Flammable liquid is another hazard endpoint that is covered by most existing systems. Once again, the criteria used varies between existing systems within countries and globally (see Annex 2). This means the same product can be non-hazardous or hazardous with different labels and/or SDS.
These differences in hazard classification and SDS and/or labels impact both protection and trade. In the area of protection, users may see different label warnings or safety data sheet information for the same chemical. This may lead to confusion and inappropriate chemical risk management measures being applied. In the area of trade, the need to comply with multiple regulations regarding hazard classification and labelling is costly and time-consuming. Some multinational companies have estimated that over 100 diverse hazard communication regulations apply to their products globally. For small and medium size enterprises (SMEs) regulatory compliance is complex and costly and can act as a barrier to international trade in chemicals.

Labels Currently in Use

Annex 3 includes examples of labels in different national and international systems. This demonstrates the difficulties for industry in preparing labels but also for workers and consumers in countries without their own hazard communication system to understand and act upon a wide variety of labels.

GHS Labels
Annex 4 includes the principles of GHS labelling followed by two examples of GHS labels.

What was the International Mandate?

The single most important force that drove the creation of the GHS was the international mandate adopted in the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), often called the “Earth Summit”.  The harmonization of classification and labeling of chemicals was one of six program areas that were endorsed by the United Nations General Assembly to strengthen international efforts concerning the environmentally sound management of chemicals.  It was recognized that an internationally harmonised approach to classification and labeling would provide the foundation for all countries to develop comprehensive national programs to ensure the safe use of chemicals.

	International Mandate from UNCED Agenda 21, Chapter 19:

“27. A globally harmonized hazard classification and compatible labelling system, including material safety data sheets and easily understandable symbols, should be available, if feasible, by the year 2000.”



When will the GHS be implemented? 
The GHS is not a binding legal document or Regulation. Its implementation is voluntary although the commitment to global implementation is overwhelming. There is however no international implementation schedule. It is likely that different national systems/sectors will require different time frames for GHS implementation. Existing systems will need to consider phase-in strategies for transition from their current requirements to the new GHS requirements. New systems will need to be developed in those countries with no system(s) currently in place.
However, several international bodies have proposed implementation goals which have been agreed to by most national governments. The World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) and the Intergovernmental Forum for Chemical Safety (IFCS) have encouraged countries to implement the new GHS as soon as possible with a view to having the system fully operational by 2008. The Ministers of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) have also said as many APEC economies as possible should implement, on a voluntary basis, GHS by 2006. Under the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the Tri-national Occupational Safety and Health Group and the NAFTA Pesticides Technical Working Group are discussing the GHS. The European Union (EU) is looking to implement the GHS at the same time as its new chemicals policy (REACH) comes into force, perhaps in 2007; the European Commission plans to make proposals for the implementation of the GHS by the end of 2005. 
Many of the major existing systems are conducting detailed analyses of what will be required to implement GHS within their legal frameworks; for example, implementation and situational analyses comparing existing requirements to GHS requirements. Some countries are considering increasing the degree of harmonisation between their various sectors.

What are the benefits?
The basic goal of hazard communication is to ensure that employers, employees and the public are provided with adequate, practical, reliable and comprehensible information on the hazards of chemicals, so they can take effective preventive and protective measure for their health and safety, and that of the environment.  Implementation of effective hazard communication provides benefits for governments, companies, workers, and members of the public.
The benefits of GHS will be maximised if it is accepted and implemented in the most possible countries as the system for chemical hazard communication. The diversity of hazard definitions and hazard communication tools is illustrated above. An implemented GHS will remove this vast array of diversity and bring about as a result many benefits. 

It is anticipated that application of the GHS will:

· Enhance the protection of human health and the environment by providing an internationally comprehensible system,

· Provide a recognized framework to develop approaches to chemicals management for those countries without existing systems,

· Contribute to sustainable development through its benefits for the environment, society and economies,

· Improve the consistency and comprehensibility of hazard information so reducing the incidence of human health or environmental exposure to chemicals and chemical related accidents,

· Contribute to removing global inconsistencies in the information provided to users, 

· Give greater confidence to countries on the information on chemicals received from other countries,

· Enable scarce resources to be used more effectively (e.g. reduced animal testing, avoiding the need for testing and evaluation against multiple classification systems, regulatory authorities not having to repeat the work of other authorities), 

· Facilitate international trade in chemicals whose hazards have been identified on an international basis

· Provide the basis for trade related agreements between trading blocks and between countries,

· Provide protection for consumers and workers of the ‘right to know’ about the hazards and identities of chemicals.

The tangible benefits to governments include:

· Fewer chemical accidents and incidents,

· Lower health care costs,

· Improved protection of workers and the public from chemical hazards,

· Avoiding duplication of effort in creating national systems,

· Reduction in the costs of enforcement,

· Improved reputation on chemical issues both domestically and internationally.

Benefits to companies include:

· A safer work environment and improved relations with employees,

· An increase in efficiency and reduced costs in compliance with hazard communication regulations,

· Application of expert systems resulting in maximizing expert resources and minimizing labour and costs,

· Facilitation of electronic transmission systems with international scope,

· Expanded use of training programs on health and safety,

· Reduced costs due to fewer accidents and illnesses,

· Improved corporate image and credibility.

Benefits to workers and members of the public include:

· Improved safety for workers and others through consistent and simplified communications on chemical hazards and practices to follow for safe handling and use,

· Greater awareness of hazards, resulting in safer use of chemicals in the workplace and in the home.

How will the GHS impact existing regulations?
The GHS is a voluntary international system that has no binding treaty obligations on countries. To extent that countries adopt the GHS into their systems, the regulatory changes would be binding for all those affected, particularly industry. For countries with existing systems it is expected that the GHS components will be applied within the framework or infrastructure of existing regulatory hazard communication schemes.
However, the specific hazard criteria, classification processes, label elements and SDS requirements within an existing regulation will need to be modified to be consistent with the harmonized elements of the GHS.  It is anticipated that ALL existing hazard communication systems will need to be changed in order to apply the GHS. For example in the USA, EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) and OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health Authority) would be expected to require hazard pictograms and symbols on labels. Canada and the EU would be expected to adopt the GHS pictograms and symbols instead of those currently in use. The transport sector is expected to adopt the changed criteria (LD50/LC50) for the GHS Acute Toxicity Categories 1 – 3 and implement them in the UN Transport of Dangerous Goods Manual of Decisions. The USA, Canada and the EU would all need to change their acute toxicity criteria.
Test data already generated for the classification of chemicals under existing systems should be accepted when classifying these chemicals under the GHS, thereby avoiding duplicative testing and the unnecessary use of test animals.

How will GHS be applied to different areas of application?
The needs and regulations of the various sectors vary depending on the type of chemical and use pattern.  Different target audiences or sectors receive and use hazard information in different ways. The primary sectors/target audiences are transport, workplace, consumers and agriculture (pesticides). These sectors are described in more detail below:

Transport 
For transport, it is expected that application of the GHS will be similar to application of current transport requirements:

· GHS physical, acute and environmental hazard criteria are expected to be adopted in the transport sector.

· Containers of dangerous goods will have pictograms that address acute toxicity, physical hazards, and environmental hazards.

· GHS hazard communication elements such as signal words, hazard statements and SDS are not expected to be adopted in the transport sector.

Workplace 
In the workplace, it is expected that most of the GHS elements will be adopted, including:

· GHS physical and health hazard criteria, as appropriate

· Labels that have the harmonized core information under the GHS (signal words, hazard statements and symbols, etc.), and Safety Data Sheets

· Employee training to help ensure effective communication is also anticipated.

· Some workplace systems may not have the jurisdiction to adopt environmental hazards in which case the systems may need to be amended or applied through other legislation.

Consumer
For the consumer sector, it is expected that labels will be the primary focus of GHS application:

· The appropriate GHS hazard criteria are expected to be adopted

· These labels will include the core elements of the GHS (signal words, hazard statements and symbols, etc.), subject to some sector-specific considerations in certain systems (e.g., risk-based labelling).

Pesticides 
For pesticides, it is expected that the GHS will be adopted:

· The appropriate GHS hazard criteria are expected to be adopted

· Pesticide labels will include the core elements of the GHS (signal words, hazard statements and symbols, etc.), subject to some sector-specific considerations in certain systems.

Useful Links
UN Sub-Committee of Experts on the Globally Harmonized System of Classification and Labelling of Chemicals
http://www.unece.org/trans/danger/publi/ghs/ghs_rev00/00files_e.html
OECD

http://www.oecd.org/topic/0,2686,en_2649_34371_1_1_1_1_37465,00.html
WSSD Global Partnership for Capacity Building to Implement the GHS

http://www.unitar.org/cwm/ghs_partnership/index.htm
OSHA GHS:
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/hazardcommunications/global.html

US EPA GHS (pesticides only):
http://www.epa.gov/oppfead1/international/globalharmon.htm
European Commission – DG Enterprise

http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/reach/overview.htm
European Commission – DG Environment

http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/chemicals/reach.htm
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Annex 3

Examples of Labels Used Internationally

European Union (supply-side label)
	ToxiFlam (contains XYZ)                            

                                                [image: image1.png]


 

Harmful If Swallowed (R22)

Flammable (R10)

Keep away from food, drink and animal feedingstuffs. (S13)

Wear suitable protective clothing. (S36)

If swallowed, seek medical advice immediately and show this container label. (S46)

In case of fire use, water fog, CO2, or alcohol foam. (S43)

My Company, My Street, MyTown, UK 00000 Tel: 44 22 999 9999


Transport (international)
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Canada – workers (WHMIS)
	ToxiFlam

TOXIC

COMBUSTIBLE LIQUID AND VAPOR
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Do not taste or swallow.  Do not take internally.  Wash thoroughly after handling.  Keep away from heat, sparks and flame.  Keep container closed.  Use only with adequate ventilation.

FIRST AID

If swallowed, do NOT induce vomiting unless directed to do so by medical personnel. Never give anything by mouth to an unconscious person. 

See Material Safety Data Sheet for further details regarding safe use of this product.

My Company, My Street, MyTown Q 00000, Tel: 444 999 9999




USA - the voluntary American National Standard Institute (ANSI) standard Z129.1 used for workplace and consumer labelling (N.B. this meets US regulatory requirements).  

	ToxiFlam (Contains XYZ)

WARNING ! HARMFUL IF SWALLOWED, FLAMMABLE LIQUID AND VAPOR

Do not taste or swallow.  Do not take internally.  Wash thoroughly after handling.  Keep away from heat, sparks and flame.  Keep container closed.  Use only with adequate ventilation.

FIRST AID: If swallowed, do NOT induce vomiting unless directed to do so by medical personnel. Never give anything by mouth to an unconscious person. 

In Case Of Fire, use water fog, dry chemical, CO2, or alcohol foam.  Water may be ineffective. 

Flash Point = 120(F.  Residue vapor may explode or ignite on ignition; do not cut, drill, grind, or weld on or near this container.

See Material Safety Data Sheet for further details regarding safe use of this product.

My Company, My Street, MyTown NJ 00000, Tel: 444 999 9999


USA – Pesticide Labelling (FIFRA)

	ToxiFlam

Active/Inerts: Contains XYZ %
KEEP OUT OF THE REACH OF CHILDEN

PRECAUTIONARY STATEMENTS – HAZARDS TO HUMANS AND DOMESTIC ANIMALS:

WARNING: May be fatal if swallowed. Wash thoroughly with soap and water after handling and before eating, drinking or using tobacco.

PHYSICAL AND CHEMICAL HAZARDS: Combustible. Do not use or store near heat or open flame.

FIRST AID:

If swallowed      -      Call a poison control centre or doctor immediately for treatment advice

· Have person sip a glass of water if able to swallow

· Do not induce vomiting unless told to do so by a poison control centre or doctor.
· Do not give anything by mouth to an unconscious person.

My Company, My Street, My Town AZ00000, Tel: 444 999 9999

EPA Est. No. 5840-AZ-1                                                                             EPA Reg. No. 3120-280


Annex 4

Examples of GHS Labels

GHS Labels

The following illustrates the principle of GHS labelling and is followed by two possible examples:
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    Danger! Toxic If Swallowed,  Flammable Liquid and Vapor 

Do not taste or swallow.  Do not take internally.  Wash thoroughly after handling.  Keep away from heat,

sparks and flame.  Keep container closed.  Use only with adequate ventilation.

FIRST AID: If swallowed, do NOT induce vomiting unless directed to do so by medical personnel. Never

give anything by mouth to an unconscious person.

See Material Safety Data Sheet for further details regarding safe use of this product.

My Company, My Street, MyTown NJ 00000, Tel: 444 999 9999


The numerical values on the hazard index scale in the table are not to scale.





� EMBED Word.Document.8 \s ���





� EMBED Word.Picture.8  ���























� EMBED PBrush  ���





� EMBED Word.Document.8 \s ���





Flammable liquids, toxic, n.o.s. (contains XYZ)
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        (contains XYZ)

Danger! Toxic If Swallowed                              UN 1992

               Flammable Liquid and Vapor

Do not taste or swallow.  Do not take internally.  Wash thoroughly after handling.

Keep away from heat, sparks and flame.  Keep container closed.  Use only with

adequate ventilation.

FIRST AID: If swallowed, do NOT induce vomiting unless directed to do so by

 medical personnel. Never give anything by mouth to an unconscious person.

See Material Safety Data Sheet for further details regarding safe use of this product.

My Company, My Street, MyTown NJ 00000, Tel: 444 999 9999
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