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and Environment set up by W H O , and the United Nations General Assembly has 
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This paper is a report on the International Programme on Chemical Safety's 
activities since 1986. Some of the gaps that hinder the achievement of chemical 
safety in Member States are examined and the strengths and weaknesses of the 
Programme as it faces the challenge of ensuring environmentally sound management 
of chemicals are assessed. The Programme's role in preparing proposals on 
chemical risk assessment and management for discussion at the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development is described and attention is drawn to 
the opportunity which this presents for W H O . 
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I. BACKGROUND 

1. The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, Stockholm, 1972,
1

 and the Thirtieth World 
Health Assembly in May 1977 (resolution WHA30.47) recognized the need for international action to meet the 
hazards to health and the environment resulting from the widespread utilization of chemicals throughout the 
world. The Thirty-first World Health Assembly in May 1978 (resolution WHA31.28) endorsed a proposal to 
promote further international cooperation on the matter. The management and organizational aspects of the 
proposed International Programme on Chemical Safety (IPCS) were presented to the Executive Board at its 
sixty-third session (January 1979; document EB63/20). In resolution EB63.R19, the Board endorsed the plan 
of action for implementing the Programme. In 1980, the executive heads of the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), International Labour Office (ILO), and W H O decided to make the Programme a 
cooperative venture. 

2. One of its specific purposes is to assess the risks to human health and the environment posed by 
chemicals, whatever their origin or wherever they are found, thus providing internationally evaluated scientific 
information on which Member States can base their chemical safety measures. Another is to strengthen 
national capacities for preventing and treating the harmful effects of chemicals, and for coping with any 
emergencies involving chemicals. The Programme also acts as the W H O secretariat of the Joint F A O / W H O 
Expert Committee on Food Additives and the joint F A O / W H O meetings on pesticide residues. 

1 Report of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment; Action Plan for the Human Environment 
(United Nations document A/Conf.48/14 Rev.l). 
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3. The Programme is concerned with the safe use of chemicals from beginning to end: production, 
importation, transport, storage, use, and disposal. It deals with both man-made chemicals and those of natural 
origin. The objectives of the Programme were presented to the seventy-seventh session of the Executive Board 
in 1986. 

4. The first major review of progress in implementing the Programme was carried out by the Board at its 
seventy-third session in January 1984，when the arrangements for the management of the Programme, the 
action taken to implement it and the results achieved were summarized. In resolution EB73.R10, the Board 
made a number of proposals aimed at adjusting the arrangements for management and financing of the 
Programme. 

5. At its seventy-seventh session (January 1986), the Board undertook a further review of progress. During 
its first five years it had initiated activities in all areas of its original mandate. A number of developing 
countries had become actively involved in the Programme. In 1990, the W H O activities dealing with the safe 
use of pesticides were transferred to the Division of Environmental Health to be managed jointly with those of 
IPCS. On the recommendation of the Programme Committee of the Executive Board it was decided to review 
progress in implementing IPCS activities at the Board's eighty-ninth session. 

6. The ILO Governing Body was informed in 1988 that the Memorandum of Understanding concerning 
collaboration in IPCS had been renewed. The International Labour Conference at its seventy-sixth session in 
1989 called upon ILO, within the framework of IPCS, to assess the work involved in harmonizing existing 
international, national and regional criteria and classification systems on the use of chemicals at work. A 
Convention concerning Safety in the Use of Chemicals at work was adopted by the Conference at its seventy-
seventh session in June 1990. 

7. The U N E P Governing Council at its fourteenth session in 1987 gave high priority to the work of the 
International Register of Potentially Toxic Chemicals (IRPTC) including continuing cooperation with IPCS. 
Among IPCS/IRPTC cooperative activities are the List of Selected Environmentally Harmful Chemical 
Substances, Processes and Phenomena of Global Significance, as well as the London Guidelines for the 
Exchange of Information on Chemicals in International Trade, and issues related to industrial accidents. At its 
sixteenth session in 1991, the Governing Council of U N E P requested the Executive Director in cooperation 
with W H O , ILO, O E C D and the Commission of the European Communities, among others, to prepare draft 
proposals for an intergovernmental mechanism for chemical risk assessment and management and to convene, 
within the framework of IPCS, a technical meeting of government-designated

1

 experts to consider these 
proposals and to report the results to the fourth session of the Preparatory Committee of the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development to be held in New York in March 1992. 

8. Aware that protection of the environment and economic development are inextricably intertwined, the 
United Nations General Assembly at its forty-fourth session decided to convene the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development ( U N C E D ) in June 1992 in Brazil.

2

 At the first session of the 
Preparatory Committee for this Conference,

3

 "Environmentally sound management of toxic chemicals" was 
selected as one of the priority topics on which elements of an international strategy needed to be developed, 
and which was a potential area for action. At its second session,

4

 the Preparatory Committee inter alia 
(1) called for a strengthening of IPCS and (2) invited W H O , U N E P and ILO, within the framework of IPCS, 
in cooperation with F A O and other competent organizations, to report on work being carried out through the 
appropriate government expert meetings on proposals for an intergovernmental mechanism for chemical risk 
assessment and management. 

9. At its third session, the Preparatory Committee proposed five interrelated major programme areas for 
the implementation of the international strategy:

5

 (1) expanding and accelerating the international assessment 

1 To be held in London, 16-19 December 1991, under the auspices of the United Kingdom Department of Health. 
2 United Nations General Assembly resolution 44/228. 
3 Decision 1/22 of the Preparatory Committee for UNCED. 
4 Decision 2/17 of the Preparatory Committee for UNCED. 
5 Decision 3/23 of the Preparatory Committee for UNCED. 
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of chemical risks; (2) harmonization of classification and labelling of chemicals; (3) information exchange on 
toxic chemicals; (4) establishment of risk reduction programmes; (5) strengthening of national capabilities 
and capacities for management of chemicals. The main task of the international organizations in respect of 
risk management must be to assist developing countries in becoming capable of assuring chemical safety within 
their own territories as quickly and as economically as possible. The decision stressed that collaboration 
between U N E P , ILO and W H O in IPCS should be the nucleus for international cooperation on 
environmentally sound management of chemicals, that every effort should be made to strengthen the 
Programme, and that in preparation for the fourth session account should be taken of the results of the 
meeting of government-designated experts referred to in paragraph 7 above. 

II. CURRENT SITUATION CONCERNING CHEMICAL SAFETY 

10. The scientific information needed for sound and affordable management of chemicals is, in many 
respects, still embryonic and adequate chemical safety data are lacking for all but a limited number of 
chemicals. Proper assessment of the risks posed by chemicals is essential before adequate measures can be 
devised for controlling those risks. The major defects in the means available for achieving chemical safety, in 
particular but not exclusively in developing countries, are: inadequate administrative and scientific capabilities 
to assess the potential toxicity and to control the nature and purity of imported or domestically produced 
chemicals, and to advise properly on their safe use; extensive use of chemicals by inadequately informed or 
trained farmers and operatives in small-scale enterprises; similar problems of exposure arising in people's 
homes; shortage of trained personnel and, in particular, shortcomings in the scientific, technical, and 
management sûills needed to deal safely with technology transfer, and with the storage, transport, use or 
disposal of chemicals; a lack of resources to establish properly coordinated infrastructures, controls and 
procedures to deal properly with chemical safety; a lack of effective mechanisms for coordinating the work of 
those responsible for different aspects of chemical safety in countries; inadequate information for users of 
chemicals, especially insufficient internationally harmonized labelling of chemicals; inadequate enforcement of 
regulations; lack of means of coping with chemical accidents, including the treatment of victims and the 
subsequent rehabilitation of the environment; and a lack of specific research as national or local chemical 
problems. 

III. INTERNATIONAL PROGRAMME ON CHEMICAL SAFETY (PROGRESS, 1986-1991) 

(1) Structure and function 

11. The Intersecretariat Coordinating Committee responsible for coordination between the three 
organizations collaborating in the Programme and with representatives of the executive heads of these 
organizations, examined in August 1987 the structure and function of IPCS, which it likened to a confederation 
of three independent organizations cooperatively undertaking activities (designated as "A" activities), 
corresponding to the objectives of the Programme through its central unit, located in the Division of 
Environmental Health at W H O , Geneva. The Committee defined other activities (designated as "B" activities) 
arising from the Programme's objectives but undertaken separately by one or more of the organizations in 
consultation with the central unit. This report is concerned mainly with "A" activities, but makes reference by 
way of example to certain "B" activities； 

12. Since January 1986, the Intersecretariat Coordinating Committee has met 20 times. The Memorandum 
of Understanding between the three cooperating organizations was renewed for a further period of six years in 
April 1988. The IPCS Programme Advisory Committee, which gives policy and technical guidance on the 
Programme to the executive heads of the cooperating organizations, has met twice, in October 1986 and in 
November 1989. A meeting of directors of 30 IPCS Participating Institutions was held in September 1988. 
Since 1986，eight new Member States and two national institutions (Algeria, Brazil, Chile, China, Hungary, 
Poland, Switzerland, Uruguay, the National Environmental Protection Agency of China and the United States 
Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry) have become active collaborators in the Programme, 
bringing to 32 the number of those committed to the Programme through Memoranda of Understanding. 
Thirty-four new Participating Institutions have been designated during this period. 
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(2) Resources 

13. The W H O regular budget is providing 22% of the total budget in the current biennium, thus making it 
possible for the Programme to retain permanent core staff. U N E P contributes about 10% and the remainder 
is provided principally by voluntary donations from 12 Member States. These donations may be of three types: 
those made to the Central Fund of the Programme and administered by W H O ; national funds earmarked for 
IPCS activities and administered within the country concerned; and support in kind such as secondment of 
staff and publication and translation of documents. Figure 1 and Table 1 indicate, respectively, the evolution 
of IPCS funding since 1980, and the current 1990-1991 biennium contributions to the Programme. Member 
States actively involved in the Programme also contribute through work undertaken by their national 
institutions for IPCS. Since 1986 the Programme has gained four new professional and three general service 
posts plus two staff members on secondment. This brings the staff of the Programme, excluding those on 
secondment, to a total of seven professionals and five general service staff on regular budget and six 
professionals and eight general service staff paid from extrabudgetary resources. 

(3) Achievements 

14. Significant achievements have been made in implementing the Programme since 1986 (see Table 2). A 
new brochure (Chinese, English, French, German, Russian and Spanish) was issued in 1989 and a leaflet 
(English, French and Spanish) was published in 1990 for the tenth anniversary of the Programme. Table 3 
gives some examples of "B" activities. 

FIGURE 1. CONTRIBUTIONS TO IPCS 1981-1991 
WHO/UNEP/Voluntary contributions 
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TABLE 1. VOLUNTARY CONTRIBUTIONS TO IPCS, 1990-1991 

Donor 
Contribution to 
Central Fund 

(a) 

Domestic funds 

(b) 

Total (a) 

+ (b) % 
Secondment 
of staff (pm) 

Australia 122 484 98 425 220 909 3 

Belgium 33 398 33 398 0 

Canada 218 856 218 856 3 2 

Canadian 
International 
Development 
Research 
Corporation 21 739 21 739 0 

Commission of 
the European 
Communities 449 944 449 944 6 

Denmark 
(DANIDA) 73 200 73 200 1 

Germany 703 309 1 100 200 1 803 509 26 

Finland 50 000 50 000 1 

France 37 699 35 300 72 999 1 

Italy 76 910 76 910 1 

International 
Life Sciences 
Institute 30 000 30 000 0 

Japan 520 000 280 000 800 000 11 

Netherlands 12 

Sweden 154 456 154 456 2 

Switzerland 64 446 64 446 1 

United Kingdom 199 000 758 200 957 200 14 

United States of 
America 

-Environmental 
Protection 
Agency 395 000 395 000 6 15 

-Food and Drug 
Administration 176 360 176 360 2 

-National 
Institute of 
Environmental 
Health Sciences 1 470 840 1 470 840 21 

T O T A L 4 797 641 2 272 125 7 069 766 100 



EB89/25 
page 7 

ACHIEVEMENTS OF IPCS 

Up to 1986 Since 1986 Total 

Chemicals or groups of chemicals evaluated 

Evaluations issued as: 

1. Environmental Health Criteria monographs 
(excluding methodology) 

2. Health and safety guides 

3. International chemical safety cards 

4. Poison information monographs 

5. Pesticide data sheets 

6. Computerized data base 

7. Food additives and contaminants 

8. Pesticide residues 

9. Veterinary drug residues 

10. WHO Recommended Classification of 
Pesticides by Hazard 

Methodology 

1. Principals published in Environmental Health 
criteria series 

2. Other methodology publications 

Chemical emergencies 

3. Accident prevention 

4. Poison control (excluding poison information 
monographs) 

5. Monographs on antidotes 

Training 

6. Intercountry workshops 

7. International training courses 

8. National courses 

Member States and institutions 

IPCS Participating Institutions 

46 

63 

1 070 

558 

2 

28 

6 

(9) 

70 

60 

367 

52 

10 

5 

135 

97 

28 

25 

8 

(27) 

22 

45 

8 ( 7 ) 

1 7 � 

5 (13) 

10 

34 

116 

60 

367 

52 

73 

5 

205 

655 

30 

53 

14 

(36) 

1(3) 

[3] 

[3] 

32 

79 

( ) J o i n t l y with others 
[ ] I n press 
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TABLE 3. EXAMPLES OF "В" ACTIVITIES IMPLEMENTED 
IN THE PERIOD 1986-1991 

Title of activity 

Preparation of data profiles 

Development of sensitive methods 
to assess human exposure to 
carcinogens 

Guide to health & safety in use of 
agrochemicals 

Training Manual on the Use of 
Chemicals in the Workplace 

Compendium of national 
occupational exposure limits for 
airborne toxic substances 

Manual on major hazard control -
A practical guide 

Preparation of technical guides to 
chemicals in industrial sectors 

Awareness and Preparedness for 
Emergencies at Local Level 
Programme (APELL) 

Global Environmental 
Epidemiology Network (GEEN) 

Organization/Programme 

UNEP/IRPTC 

WHO/IARC 

ILO 

ILO 

ILO 

ILO 

UNEP/Industry and Environment 
Office 

UNEP/Industry and Environment 
Office 

WHO 

Outputs 

800 published 

5 scientific publications 

Guide published 

Manual published 

Compendium published 

Manual published 

Publication of safe use guides on: 
Safe warehousing of hazardous 
chemicals; Wood preservation 
and metal finishing 

Publication of APELL Handbook, 
organization of training courses 

Publication of a manual, 
organization of 13 national 
training workshops 

(a) Risk evaluation of priority chemicals 

15. The evaluations carried out by the Programme provide the basis for chemical risk management, and are 
disseminated in various types of publications directed to the needs of specific professional groups. Criteria 
have been established for selecting, through a regular international consultative process, the priorities for 
chemicals to be evaluated; 202 further chemicals for priority evaluation were selected at a consultation held in 
Berlin in October 1987. 

16. Environmental Health Criteria documents are designed for scientific experts responsible for giving 
advice to the relevant authorities on suitable policies for ensuring safe use of the chemicals concerned. Since 
1986 evaluations of some 70 chemicals and groups of chemicals have been published in the series, bringing the 
total number of monographs published to 130. A further 120 are in various stages of preparation. Since 1990, 
summaries in French and Spanish have been included in the English publications. A number of Member 
States translate the documents, or selected volumes, into their own language, e.g. Chinese, Japanese, Polish, 
Russian and Spanish. 

17. Health and Safety Guides are designed for administrators and decision-makers in various ministries and 
governmental agencies, as well as in commerce, industry, and trade unions, who are involved in various aspects 
of ensuring safe use of chemicals. They are short documents summarizing toxicity information and providing 
practical advice on matters such as safe storage, handling and disposal of chemicals, accident prevention and 
health protection measures, first-aid and medical treatment in cases of over-exposure, and clean-up procedures. 
The first was published in 1986; over 60 are now available, and a further 60 are in preparation. They are 
being translated into Czech, Fanti, French, Spanish and Portuguese. 
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18. International Chemical Safety Cards, produced in cooperation with the Commission of the European 
Communities and summarizing essential health and safety information on chemicals, are designed to provide 
evaluated information for use at operational levels in industry, agriculture and elsewhere. Work began in 1988; 
367 cards have been published, 250 are in press, and about 200 will be produced each year. Standard phrases 
are used which facilitate their translation into 14 languages (Chinese, Czech, Danish, Dutch, French, German, 
Greek, Italian, Japanese, Korean, Polish, Portuguese, Russian and Spanish). 

19. Poisons Information Monographs are designed for poisons information centres and other establishments 
giving medical advice on the prevention and treatment of poisoning. They summarize the basic toxicological 
properties of the chemical, and provide detailed advice on diagnosis and patient management, including 
methods of toxicological analysis. About 60 monographs will be issued in 1992 with the first version of the 
INTOX package (see paragraph 33). The monographs are available in English, French, and Spanish. 

20. In collaboration with FAO, data sheets on pesticides used in public health are prepared. They contain 
toxicological information, as well as guidance on first-aid and laboratory analysis and recommendations for 
regulatory authorities. Seventy-five data sheets are available in English and French, and a further 19 are in 
various stages of preparation. 

21. In order to spread information more widely and reduce the duplication of research, thus saving financial, 
human and animal resources, the Programme works in conjunction with UNEP，s International Register of 
Potentially Toxic Chemicals (IRPTC), a computerized database of chemicals currently being tested for toxic 
effects other than carcinogenicity, as well as those being subjected to a comprehensive review. Since 1986 five 
volumes have been issued. 

22. Documents produced by the Programme have so far only been issued as such. In cooperation with the 
Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety, the environmental health criteria documents, 
international chemical safety cards, and poison information monographs are being placed on read-only-memory 
compact disk, and will be available from the end of 1991. The cards will also be made available on diskette for 
consultation on personal computers from the end of 1991. 

23. Through the activities of the Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives and the joint 
meetings on pesticide residues, evaluations are made of food additives, food contaminants, veterinary drug 
residues and pesticide residues, providing Member States with estimates of the levels at which these chemicals 
can be tolerated by the human body. The recommended levels are then used by national regulatory bodies, 
and by the Codex Alimentarius Commission to establish safe levels of these substances in foodstuffs. Some 
110 food additives and contaminants have been evaluated since 1986 by the Expert Committee. In addition, 
four Expert Committee meetings to evaluate residues of veterinary drugs in food have been convened since 
1987. More than 30 veterinary drugs have been evaluated. Some 70 pesticides have been evaluated since 1986 
by the joint meetings on pesticide residues. 

24. The joint meetings do not evaluate pesticides that do not leave residues in food, such as those primarily 
designed for public health use. Most of these come under the WHO Pesticides Evaluation Scheme 
(WHOPES), which was established in 1960 to evaluate chemicals for their effectiveness against disease vectors 
and nuisance pests, and to determine their toxicity to man and non-target organisms. Since 1986 
26 compounds have been evaluated by WHOPES. The results are reviewed by the WHO Expert Committee 
on Vector Biology and Control (Safe Use of Pesticides), and published in the WHO Technical Report Series. 
The last meeting was held in September 1990.1 

25. In order to provide guidance to pesticide registration authorities, a "WHO recommended classification of 
pesticides by hazard and guidelines for classification" has been issued regularly since 1976. The last revision of 
this document was issued in 1990. 

26. Since the publication in 1984 of the WHO Guidelines for drinking-water quality, new information on the 
potential health risks of contaminants in drinking-water has become available, making it necessary to update 
the Guidelines. Assessment of the health risks of some 106 such contaminants is being carried out in 

1 W H O Technical Report Series, No. 813, 1991. 
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cooperation with the Programme on Control of Environmental Health Hazards and acceptable levels of 
exposure from drinking-water (guideline values) are being recommended whenever possible. 

27. Work was begun in 1990 to determine priorities for evaluation of risks to human health arising from 
long-term exposure to chemicals resulting from natural biological processes, such as mycotoxins, phycotoxins, 
and other toxins from higher plants. 

(b) Development of methods for health risk assessment 

28. An essential part of the Programme's work on chemical risk assessment is the promotion of the 
development, improvement, validation and use of methods for risk assessment, including principles for 
harmonizing toxicological, ecotoxicological, and epidemiological procedures, the collection and use of medical 
data, and harmonization of methods for assessing exposure to chemicals. Eight such monographs have been 
published in the Environmental Health Criteria series since 1986，dealing respectively with principles for 
evaluating health risks from chemicals during infancy and childhood; principles for the assessment of 
neurotoxicity associated with exposure to chemicals; principles for the safety assessment of food additives and 
contaminants; principles of studies on diseases of suspected chemical etiology and their prevention; principles 
of toxicokinetic studies; principles for the toxicological assessment of pesticide residues in food; evaluation of 
short-term in vivo tests for carcinogens; and principles for the assessment of nephrotoxicity associated with 
exposure to chemicals. Several other activities are being undertaken jointly with other institutions and 
professional bodies and published in a separate IPCS symposium series. Twenty-five such works have been 
published since 1986. 

29. Information is being collected in several Latin American countries to provide background information for 
future epidemiological studies, compile a list of completed studies, set priorities for future studies and furnish 
information on the facilities available for such studies. International collaborative studies on the development 
and validation of test methods for immunotoxicity and neurobehavioural toxicity, on the use of plant assay 
systems for the detection of environmental mutagens and carcinogens, and on the assessment of complex 
mixtures have been completed during the period under review. 

30. On the basis of the outcome of a meeting jointly organized by IPCS and the Scientific Committee on 
Problems of the Environment (SCOPE) in Cairo in September 1991’ the Programme is preparing a document 
giving general guidance to countries on methods for the assessment of risks to human health and the 
environment from hazardous wastes. 

(c) Prevention and management of chemical emergencies 

31. Prevention and management of chemical emergencies is another objective of IPCS, whose role is to 
strengthen the ability of national health services to prevent accidents involving chemicals and to treat the 
victims, to be prepared for chemical emergencies, to provide the necessary medical care when they occur, and 
to survey and reduce chemical risks in the community. In much of the work related to poisons control, IPCS 
cooperates closely with the Commission of the European Communities and the World Federation of 
Associations of Clinical Toxicology and Poison Control Centres. 

32. In order to provide guidance on the prevention of chemical accidents, the Programme has published an 
annotated checklist giving useful information on hazards arising during the manufacture, storage, transport, 
use, and disposal of substances. Currently, IPCS, the WHO Regional Office for Europe and UNEP are 
cooperating with OECD in the preparation of guidance on the health sector's role in chemical emergency 
preparedness and response. IPCS provides WHO's Programme on Emergency Preparedness and Response 
with technical information concerning chemical emergencies. A regional workshop on technological accidents 
for African countries was organized jointly with the Pan African Centre for Emergency Preparedness and 
Response in Addis Ababa in November 1990. 

33. Poisons control centres provide an invaluable service in helping prevent accidents and coping with 
poisonings. IPCS has prepared guidelines on how to set up and operate poisons control facilities; it also 
provides in the form of poison information monographs evaluated information on how to diagnose and treat 
chemical poisonings (see paragraph 19). These will be published in documentary form and on compact disc 
(see paragraph 22). This information is part of a computerized poisons information package (INTOX), to be 
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available in English, French, and Spanish by early 1992. INTOX, being developed in cooperation with the 
Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety and the Quebec Toxicology Centre, is a database 
management system for poisons control centres permitting the evaluated IPCS information to be related to 
that collected by the centres themselves on local commercial products and cases of poisoning. 

34. Data on poisoning are exchanged through an IPCS global network of poisons control centres. A 
compatible basis for international exchange of hospital data on poisoning is being established. A survey of 
poisons control facilities throughout the world is being undertaken, updating that published in 1988. Plans are 
in hand to survey the numbers, causes and severity of poisoning by pesticides. 

35. Antidotes are particularly important in the treatment of poison victims. The clinical efficacy of antidotes 
and other pharmaceuticals used in treatment of poisoning cases is being evaluated and a series of antidote 
monographs published, which also review their first-aid and non-hospital use. So far 12 antidotes have been 
evaluated. 

36. Prompt first-aid treatment is often vital to victims of chemical accidents or poisonings and a handbook 
has been prepared for training primary health care and development assistance workers and others who may 
be first at the scene of a chemical emergency. Access to good analytical facilities is important to support the 
diagnosis and treatment of poisoning cases. A manual has been prepared by IPCS, describing simple 
techniques of toxicological analysis for use in hospital laboratories that do not have highly sophisticated 
equipment. Each technique was field-tested before incorporation in the manual, which is also used for training 
hospital laboratory technicians. 

(d) Technical cooperation, including human resources development 

37. Technical cooperation is primarily provided by regional offices with support from the Programme. Apart 
from the Americas and Europe，which have their own regional chemical safety programmes, activities in 
regional offices are part of the programme on control of environmental health hazards. The programme is 
preparing guidelines for strengthening national capabilities in chemical safety. It has developed special 
teaching modules for basic chemical safety, for safe use of pesticides and for environmental epidemiology. 
These modules are designed so that they can also be used in "distance learning". As part of the modular 
programme, there are complementary texts for tutors and teachers. These are accompanied by visual aids 
(slides "overheads") and advice on the preparation of additional visual aids to highlight local features. A 
multilevel training course on the safe use of pesticides is being updated. IPCS staff and consultants have 
cooperated with a number of Member States in establishing or strengthening chemical safety capabilities and 
have also obtained bilateral funding for specific projects，such as strengthening poisons control facilities in the 
Philippines and Zimbabwe. Technical support on poison control has been given to IMPACT, the International 
Initiative against Avoidable Disablement. The programme is responsible for the health aspects of the 
implementation of the FAO Code of Conduct on Distribution and Use of Pesticides and of the "prior informed 
consent" (PIC) procedures regarding the export of banned or severely restricted chemicals, carried out by FAO 
and UNEP. 

38. Since 1986，five intercountry workshops on chemical safety have been held - in Africa (Nairobi and 
Mombasa), Asia (Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur), and Latin America (Campinas, Brazil). An intercountry 
workshop for Asian countries on safe use of pesticides was held in Karachi. Thirteen international training 
courses or seminars on chemical safety were hosted by seven countries (Australia, Brazil, Canada, Kenya, 
Thailand, United Kingdom and the USSR), and IPCS took part in the organization of four national courses 
(Argentina, India, Indonesia, Nigeria). Two regional or subregional awareness workshops were held on 
poisoning prevention and poisons control programmes (one in Malaysia for Asia, and one in Montevideo for 
the countries of southern South America). Three international courses jointly with IRPTC and the USSR 
Centre for International Projects on Safe Use of Pesticides took place in the USSR. Three international 
courses were held, organized jointly with the International Agency for Research on Cancer, on the health risks 
of exposure to carcinogenic and mutagenic chemicals - one in Bombay, India for Asia, one in Mexico City for 
the Americas and one in Harare for Africa. An international seminar on teaching chemical safety and risk 
assessment, intended for teachers and trainers working in this field, took place in London. A training course 
for primary health care workers on prevention of poisoning and on first-aid treatment was organized in 
Zimbabwe. Sixteen national training workshops on environmental epidemiology under the Programme on 
Control of Environmental Hazards were held in countries in Africa (Gambia, Kenya), Latin America 
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(Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Peru), Asia (China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Viet Nam) and 
Europe (France, Poland, Portugal). 

39. Since 1986, the Regional Office for Europe has launched several technical projects including: 

(1) guidelines on exposure limits for: (a) air quality, (b) herbicides in drinking-water, (c) dioxin 
tolerance levels, (d) indoor air quality and (e) jointly with headquarters, the updating of drinking-water 
quality guidelines; 

(2) collaborative epidemiological studies and research projects on lead, cadmium, formaldehyde, 
methylmercury, and dioxins; 

(3) recommendations on principles and methods for control and monitoring of environmental health 
hazards: (a) genetic predisposition to toxic effects of chemicals, (b) exposure assessment studies on 
levels of PCBs and dioxins in human milk, (c) integrated exposure and assessment of dietary exposure to 
hazardous substances, (d) environmental health risk management procedures, and (e) environment and 
health information systems. 

At the Conference on Environment and Health, held in Frankfurt-am-Main, Germany, in December 1989, the 
European governments adopted a unified position1 on the basic principles, mechanisms and priorities for 
further development of environmental health programmes, underlining the importance of international 
collaboration in chemical safety and toxicological research. 

40. In the Americas in 1986，the Regional Programme on Chemical Safety was approved, in which the 
Pan American Centre for Human Ecology and Health participates actively. Throughout the period 1986-1991, 
the Pan American Centre has been involved in the production of training materials in Spanish, with special 
emphasis on methodological issues related to environmental epidemiology, toxicology and risk assessment, as 
well as on specific topics such as safe use of pesticides, atmospheric pollution and health, and chemicals and 
cancer. This training material has been widely used by almost every country of the Region of the Americas in 
193 workshops attended by 5894 professional and technical staff from different national agencies. In this 
period the Pan American Centre published 113 documents (manuals and guidelines, including Spanish 
translations of some IPCS documents), on different environmental health and chemical safety topics and over 
1500 specialized information requests were handled. In support of national needs on various environmental 
health problems, the Centre has been involved in about 50 different projects, including the promotion of 
technical cooperation in an additional 15 research projects. 

41. A full-time chemical safety adviser was appointed to the Western Pacific Regional Centre for the 
Promotion of Environmental Planning and Applied Studies (PEPAS) in 1987. Collaborative chemical safety 
activities have mainly been directed towards developing national policy and legislation, as well as setting up 
monitoring, information exchange, risk management and training. In the Philippines, activities included the 
development of national policies, legislation and regulations for the control of hazardous substances, and work 
on the preparation of an inventory of sources of potentially toxic chemicals. Work was done in Papua New 
Guinea on a legal instrument for controlling the importation, manufacture, use and sale of hazardous chemical 
substances. Work on developing regulatory programmes to control chemical consumer products was 
undertaken in China. Groundwater quality monitoring was carried out in Malaysia, with special attention to 
contamination resulting from the improper disposal of hazardous wastes, and guidelines were also prepared 
for the safe disposal of clinical wastes. In China, a training workshop was held on hazardous waste 
management. 

42. In 1988, with UNDP support, the Regional Office for South-East Asia launched an intercountry project 
for the strengthening of environmental pollution control and chemical safety. As part of this project chemical 
safety activities have been developed in India, Indonesia, Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Thailand. Training 
workshops have been held in each country and support has been given to developing poison control facilities. 

1 The European Charter on Environment and Health. 
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43. Recently, the Regional Offices for Africa and the Eastern Mediterranean have begun chemical safety 
activities. A workshop on development of a chemical safety programme for countries of the Eastern 
Mediterranean Region was held in November 1989 in Amman. 

IV. EVALUATION: STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES AND CHALLENGES 

44. This section evaluates the major strengths and weaknesses of the current Programme and describes some 
of the challenges it will have to face in the future. 

(1) Risk assessment and the methods used 

45. IPCS, with its approach based on independent international scientific consensus is in a unique position 
for assessing chemical risks throughout the world. However, information gaps hinder assessments of all the 
most important chemicals. It has been estimated that in the case of about one-third of the 1500 chemicals, 
which represent 95% of the world's total production, there are significant gaps in information to fill before 
their potential risks can be satisfactorily assessed. A major collaborative effort has been launched by the 
OECD countries to fill these gaps. The challenge now for IPCS will be to provide up-to-date risk assessments 
with prompt corrections as new and more adequate information becomes available. In order to meet this 
challenge, the Programme will have to increase dramatically the number of risk assessments undertaken. It is 
estimated that the number of comprehensive risk evaluations as issued in the Environmental Health Criteria 
series would have to rise from about 15 to 50 chemicals per year over the next five years. Member States 
developing risk assessment activities for national purposes should make a continuous commitment to submit 
their draft documents to IPCS in such a form that they could eventually be suitable for an international peer 
review. 

46. As regards chemicals in food, the recent FAO/WHO Conference on Food Standards, Chemicals in Food 
and Food Trade, held in Rome in March 1991, called for an acceleration and expansion of the work of the 
Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives and the joint meetings on pesticide residues in order 
to provide the toxicological guidance required by Member States on safe levels of the growing number of 
chemicals in food, and to the risks to health of foods produced by modern biological processes. To meet the 
request of the Conference, it would be necessary (1) to increase the number of meetings per biennium to two 
each of the joint meetings on pesticide residues, and of the meetings of the Joint Expert Committee, two on 
food additives and another two on veterinary drugs; (2) for industry to provide adequate data in a timely 
manner; and (3) for countries to provide adequate expertise to assemble the toxicological data in the form of 
draft monographs. 

47. National and international risk assessors need to solve a number of scientific problems if the chemical 
risks faced by society are to be comprehensively determined. These include assessment of mixtures of 
chemicals, interactions between chemicals and physical factors or biological agents, evaluation of new agents 
produced by genetic engineering, harmonization of the criteria used for deriving exposure limits, determination 
of the gaps in scientific knowledge that hinder effective action and promotion of the necessary research, 
development of harmonized methods for exposure assessment and for relating exposure to detectable effects in 
people and the environment, particularly in the case of long-term sequelae, and development of internationally 
comparable biological indicators inter alia for use in epidemiological studies to assess exposure to, and effects 
of, chemicals. 

48. The work on risk assessment could also be developed to provide strategic assessments of the major risks 
to health and environment associated with chemicals in different sectors of industry, agriculture, commerce, 
etc., thus providing countries with a broader basis for their own management strategies. The Programme 
would need to develop methods for assessing risks associated with each of these aspects. 

49. Another important task of the Programme is to determine what scientific research is needed to fill gaps 
in the knowledge required for fully effective safety programmes. Mechanisms need to be developed to support 
consultation and coordination among research groups. The research needs to be directed principally to the 
development of new testing and assessment methods, to the generation of the data necessary for risk 
assessment, to the establishment of cause-effect relationships between exposure to chemicals and the 
occurrence of certain diseases, and to the follow-up of the long-term sequelae of exposure to chemicals. 
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(2) Chemical emergencies 

50. IPCS is ideally placed to improve the quality of scientific information on human toxicology by 
coordinating data on the observed effects of exposure to chemicals, establishing cause-effect relationships, 
following up the long-term sequelae of exposure to chemicals, establishing ways of coordinating data collection 
and analysis internationally and developing new treatment techniques for managing poisoned patients. 
Cooperation among clinical toxicology centres in developed and developing countries could be mutually 
beneficial both in providing better data for assessing risk to human beings and in improving treatment 
techniques. The basis for this type of cooperation exists in the Programme and it could be further developed 
by means of a modest increase in funds. 

(3) Technical cooperation and human resources development 

51. In order to provide consistently evaluated information on the hazards of potentially toxic chemicals, the 
Programme's activities need to be closely coordinated both within and outside the Organization. While 
duplication of chemical risk assessment activities should be avoided, so that consistent evaluated information 
from the Programme is provided by WHO as a whole, many of the Programme's outputs need to be adapted 
for effective use in Member States. Guidance must be given on appropriate standards based on the suggested 
exposure limits advocated by the Programme. Training materials prepared by the Programme must be adapted 
to take into account regional and national features. Each regional office should have its own chemical safety 
adviser or responsible officer. Feedback from countries is needed, so that the Programme can better reflect 
regional and country needs. The application of the outputs of the Programme at regional and country levels 
needs to be strengthened significantly, and better coordination within WHO and among the three Cooperating 
Organizations must improve in order to ensure more effective programme delivery at country level. It would 
be valuable to explore further how the outputs of the Programme could be more fully used at all levels, 
regional and country, as well as global, and in particular through closer cooperation among the regional 
activities of all three Cooperating Organizations. 

(4) Resources: financial and human 

52. The development of IPCS activities falls largely on the small staff of the central unit and on individual 
experts who agree to assist. Except for the third of the budget covered by funding from the WHO and UNEP 
regular budgets, the central unit is financed largely by short-term voluntary donations from a small number of 
countries, usually on an annual basis. These arrangements are time-consuming and costly to negotiate and 
administer and, because of their insecurity, handicap the recruitment of additional staff and the planning of 
work, and prevent the development of long-term activities on global issues. It was originally envisaged that the 
activities of IPCS would be carried out by a network of national institutions which would receive the necessary 
financial support from the department of the government which had signed the Memorandum of 
Understanding covering collaboration in IPCS. However, many national institutions which have been 
nominated as IPCS participating institutions have not received such financial support. Deadlines for 
submission of draft documents are very seldom respected, with significant delays and the associated waste of 
resources. The poor quality of many draft documents puts an additional burden on IPCS staff to develop 
acceptable drafts for peer review. IPCS has had most help with this particular element of its programme from 
a handful of nations, where substantial risk assessment programmes are run by large, specialized institutions 
with considerable autonomy. While, despite these handicaps, the Programme is producing remarkable results, 
radical changes will be needed to meet the future demand. 

53. The current estimated biennial budget for the programme is about US$ 10 million. This is still short of 
the US$ 13 million that it was considered the Programme would require when it was launched over a decade 
ago. Furthermore, in the current biennium, the percentage of earmarked funding is 75%, with little possibility 
of transfer from one use to another to meet daily contingencies. This places increasingly severe obstacles in 
the way on effective and sound management of the Programme. If the Programme is to measure up to the 
demands of Member States for chemical risk assessment and guidance, substantial increases in funding and a 
radical change in the basis for funding will be needed. More governments should contribute to the budget of 
the Programme, so that costs and benefits are equitably shared by Member States. 
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V. EMERGING NEEDS FOR STRENGTHENED INTERNATIONAL TECHNICAL ACTIVITIES AND AN 
INTERGOVERNMENTAL FORUM ON CHEMICAL SAFETY 

54. As referred to in paragraphs 7 and 9 above, in preparation for the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development (UNCED) a meeting of government-designated experts has been convened to 
discuss ways and means of ensuring more effective implementation of chemical safety throughout the world. 
Recognizing the need for greater governmental participation in work on chemical safety in an interdisciplinary 
manner not currently possible through individual agency programmes, the proposals being put to this meeting 
suggest the need not only to strengthen existing international technical activities for chemical risk assessment 
and management but also to establish an intergovernmental mechanism, such as a consultative forum on 
chemical safety. Through such a forum governments and international organizations involved in chemical 
safety activities could meet regularly to discuss the full range of multisectoral issues involved in developing and 
implementing effective chemical safety policies. 

VI. CONCLUSIONS 

55. Environmentally sound management of toxic chemicals is an important component in the promotion of 
environmental health. Safe use of chemicals is a challenge for all countries and now not only the scientific 
professional community, but also industry, the public and politicians, are becoming aware of the problems 
posed by chemicals and realizing that multisectoral, interdisciplinary cooperation is essential if effective 
measures are to be taken. While implementation of chemical safety in countries is closely linked to planning 
and management of industry, commerce and agriculture, as well as to disease control, nutrition, food safety and 
environmental protection, the prime object in the mind of the public is the protection of human health. Tlie 
key questions in risk assessment are questions of human biology and ecology. WHO has many reasons, 
therefore, to press for the proper conduct of the work of chemical risk assessment and management on an 
adequate scale. In anticipation of the outcome of UNCED and as part of its efforts to strengthen its work on 
environmental health, WHO has the opportunity to take the lead, as it did two decades ago, and with its 
partners in IPCS: 

(1) to strengthen and expand the work of IPCS to meet the challenges foreseen; 

(2) to establish the funding of the Programme on a long-term stable basis in which Member States and 
organizations contribute according to their ability; 

(3) to participate actively in any possible intergovernmental mechanism, such as a consultative forum 
or commission on chemical safety, which may be proposed at UNCED. 


