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NOTE 

The views expressed in this report are those of the participants of the technical discussions on 
occupational health risks in the workplace and do not necessarily reflect the policies of the 
World Health Organization. 

This report has been prepared by the Regional Office for the Western Pacific of the World 
Health Organization for governments of Member States in the Region and for those who 
participated in the technical discussions on occupational health risks in the workplace which 
was held in conjunction with the forty-sixth session of the Regional Committee in Manila, 
from 11 to 15 September 1995. 
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SUMMARY 

Occupational health risks in the workplace was the topic of this year's technical 
discussions held in conjunction with the forty-sixth session of the WHO Regional Committee 
for the Western Pacific. Dr Jimmie Rodgers, Undersecretary of Health Care, Ministry of Health 
and Medical Services, Solomon Islands acted as the Moderator for the session. , The background 
paper for the technical discussions was presented by Professor J. Jeyaratnam of the National 
University of Singapore. 

The participants demonstrated a keen interest in the subject of occupational health. For 
many countries this was a relatively new issue but all participants recognized the need for it in , 
the context of rapid development in the Region. 

It was noted that one of the preconditions for the provision of occupational health services 
was the recognition that occupational health was concerned with the total health of all persons at 
work. As such it was not concerned merely with occupational disease of persons working in, for 
example, factories and mines; occupational health was seen to be much wider in scope. 

The discussions emphasized the point that although the health sector had the major 
responsibility for the provision of health care, it required the collaboration of the labour sector 
-government, employer and employees. 

Training and education in occupational health was acknowledged to be a major need for 
the countries of the Region. Such training and education should be targeted not only at 
occupational health professionals but also at employers and employees. In this context 
programmes on workers' health education should be integrated with occupational health services. 

A legislative framework was regarded as necessary for the provision of occupational 
health services. 

The participants expressed the view that occupational health needed to be accorded greater 
emphasis in the countries and areas of the Region. 

In accordance with resolution WPR!RC46.Rll of the forty-sixth session of the Regional 
Committee, technical briefmgs on appropriate subjects would be arranged for the forty-seventh 
and forty-eighth sessions of the Regional Committee on an experimental basis, in lieu of the 
Technical Discussions. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The topic of the technical discussions at the forty-sixth session of the Regional 
Committee for the Western Pacific was Occupational health risks in the workplace . The 
discussions were held in the afternoon of Friday, 15 September 1995, in Manila, Philippines. 

The objectives of the technical discussions were: 

( 1) to bring to the attention of the Member States the wide range of occupational 
health issues, and to alert them to the need for attention to these areas; 

(2) to promote commitment to a national health-care policy for the working 
population; 

(3) to facilitate an exchange of views on suitable legislation for a safe and healthy 
work environment; 

( 4) to promote intersectoral collaboration for occupational health services. 

Dr Jimmie Rodgers, Undersecretary of Health Care, Ministry of Health and Medical 
Services, Solomon Islands, acted as Moderator for the discussions. 

The Moderator opened the session with a brief statement on the growing importance of 
occupational health for those countries and areas of the Region which were in a phase of rapid 
development and industrialization. Workers' health was not only affected by the risks in the 
workplace, but was also exposed to all of the health problems faced by the wider community, 
such as infectious diseases and malnutrition. Given this background, the Moderator stated that 
it was appropriate for the technical discussions to be focused on this important issue of providing 
for the health care of all persons at work. He then called on Professor Jerry Jeyaratnam, 
National University of Singapore, on behalf of the WHO Secretariat, to introduce the subject 
for discussion. 

2. PRESENTATIONS 

2.1 Introductory remarks by the Secretariat 

Introducing the topic, Professor Jeyaratnam pointed out that although the concern for 
health risks in the workplace had originated in the industrial revolution in the 
United Kingdom, in the late twentieth century, the problem was clearly important in many of 
the countries and areas of the Western Pacific Region which were undergoing their own 
industrial revolution. 

The title of the technical discussions "Health risks in the workplace" in effect meant 
occupational health. The WHO and the International Labour Organisation considered 
occupational health as being concerned with the total health of all persons at work. Such a 
definition reflected the understanding that occupational health was not concerned merely with 
occupational diseases; the health of the worker- or his illness, from whatever source- would 
have an impact on work. In short, the definition recognized the two-way relationship between 
work and health. 
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Professor Jeyaratnam outlined three main reasons for developing an effective occupational 
health service to cater to the needs of the working population. 

Firstly, the countries and areas of the Western Pacific Region were in a phase of rapid 
national development, accompanied by major transformation in work practices. Agriculture was 
becoming mechanized and chemicals extensively used; industrial processes were becoming 
increasingly sophisticated; and rapid growth in the services sector in some countries and areas 
was evident. All of these changes meant that the working population was increasingly 
vulnerable to hazards to health at work. 

Secondly, the working population in much of the Region accounted for 60% of the total 
population. Approximately one billion people were estimated to be at work in the Region. This 
figure itself justified an occupational health service. 

Finally, there was an economic imperative to provide for the health care of the working 
population. For instance, poor occupational health and reduced working capacity of workers 
was estimated as causing an economic loss of 10%-20% of gross national product. 

For these reasons, Professor Jeyaratnam believed, an occupational health service was 
justified. 'This view was shared by the World Bank, which estimated that the loss of two-thirds 
of occupationally determined disability-adjusted life years (DAL Ys) could be prevented by 
occupational health and safety programmes. The provision of an occupational health service 
should be the joint responsibility of the health sector and the labour sector. 

The health sector should be responsible for the provision of health care to all persons at 
work; the labour sector should implement labour laws to ensure that workplaces were safe and 
did not harm health. In addition, for such joint sectoral responsibility to be effective, there was a 
need for a coordinating inter-ministerial committee. 

If an occupational health service was to be integrated into the national health care system 
incorporating the primary health care approach, countries and areas needed to take certain steps: 
review their current situation; undertake a summary of their needs and problems; enact 
appropriate legislation; and train occupational health professionals. 

2.2 Backf:round paper 

The background paper for the technical discussion had been prepared in collaboration with 
Professor Jeyaratnam. The paper was used as the basis for the above presentation. 

In summary, the background paper identified the rationale for an occupational health 
service and argued that the primary health care approach was the most appropriate for such a 
service. In addition, the document recognized the role of the health sector and that of the labour 
sector in the delivery of occupational health services. The role of the health sector was seen as 
having the responsibility for providing health care to workers, and the labour sector as being 
responsible for ensuring the safety of the workforce and implementing labour laws. 
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3. GENERAL DISCUSSIONS 

The Moderator thanked Professor Jeyaratnam for his presentation of an overview of 
Occupational health risks in the workplace. The general thrust of the presentation was that the 
workforce needed to be provided with health care, and safety and health needed to be ensured in 
the workplace. This required a collaborative approach with the natioml health sector providing 
health care and the labour sector providing a legislative back-up for safety and health in the 
workplace. 

The Moderator highlighted the main objectives of the technical discussion. 

The discussion began with a participant from Japan suggesting L1.at there were four main 
sectors involved in occupational health: employees, employers, the regulatory authority and the 
health providers. A key issue was the need to motivate employers. Incentives for them could be 
in the form of reduced health insurance premiums or government subsidy for health costs. 

A participant from the Philippines described the occupational health care services in the 
Philippines in some detail. In principle, the Government had been able to integrate occupational 
health services into the basic health services, using the primary health care approach. 

A participant from Kiribati identified the special needs of small island countries in the 
Region, where, frequently, there were no specifically delineated workplaces. The workplace was 
often the home. Consequently, the need to incorporate the control of work generally into the 
general health care system was even greater in those countries. 

A participant from Papua New Guinea highlighted the problem of the transfer of 
hazardous industries from the developed world to developing countries and areas in the Region, 
and to his country in particular. He drew attention to the need for control in such situations to 
forestall future problems. 

A participant from Singapore outlined six features of the occupational health service in his 
country. They were: a legislative framework with effective enforcement; regular occupational 
health surveys of the workplace; investigations of complaints by the Ministry of Labour; training 
and education of workers, employers, and occupational health personnel; self-regulation; and 
reliable support services for occupational health, e.g., laboratories. 

A participant from Malaysia informed the group that although occupational health was not 
yet at an advanced stage in his country, the recent Occupational Health Act of 1994 was likely to 
change the picture somewhat. 

A participant from New Zealand stated that the Government had recently decided to 
transfer occupational health from the health sector to the labour sector. The decision was 
probably political rather than based on technical considerations. 

She also raised the concern of the cost of compliance. In the discussions it was 
considered that especially in developed countries, the cost had to be met, under the influence of 
environmental pressure groups, trades unions, and manpower shortages. 

It was also mentioned that New Zealand was on the path towards deregulation rather than 
towards legislative controls. In the discussions it was noted that that was appropriate for New 
Zealand in its current stage of development but that developing countries would still need 
legislation. 
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A participant from China referred to the problem in his country of rapid development, (a 
growth rate of around 11% a year), and to its adverse impact on occupational health and the 
environment. In the discussion it was noted that such a mismatch was inevitable and that every 
effort should be made to minimize it. It was hoped that, with time and with development of 
occupational health services, such problems could be resolved. 

In China occupational health was provided through the health sector using the primary 
health care approach. In addition there was also active collaboration with the labour sector. 

A participant also identified a need for workers' health education. In the discussions it 
was recognized that workers' health education programmes represented an excellent example of 
integration of occupational health services into the national health care system. 

A participant from Vanuatu reiterated the need for collaboration and particularly the 
requirement to involve employees and trade unions. He also mentioned that occupational health 
services should not be a vertical programme but a programme targeted at the needs of particular 
sectors of the community. 

In the discussions there was much interest and concern raised over the potential problem 
the countries and areas of the Region might face following the transfer of hazardous industries 
and chemicals. It was considered necessary for countries and areas so affected to control the 
problem and to make every effort to be vigilant for potential difficulties caused by it. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

In conclusion, the Moderator recapitulated the main themes of the discussions: 

(1) Occupational health was concerned with the total health of all persons at work. As 
such it was not merely concerned with occupational diseases of persons working in, for 
example, factories and mines; occupational health was seen to be much wider in scope. 

(2) The provision of occupational health services was multifaceted and multisectoral, 
requiring the health sector to collaborate with other relevant sectors, particularly the 
labour sector. 

(3) Training and education in occupational health was a major need for the countries of 
the Region. The training should be targeted not only at occupational health professionals 
but also at employers and employees. In this context programmes on worker health 
education should be integrated with occupational health services. 

(4) There was a need for legislation to ensure the provision of occupational health 
services. 

(5) Occupational health services were acknowledged as a need in the countries and 
areas of the Region. 

The Moderator urged participants from the more developed countries to exchange 
documentation on this subject with their counterparts from other countries and areas, especially 
the Pacific island countries. 
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He added that, in accordance with resolution WPR/RC46.R 11 of the forty-sixth session of 
the Regional Committee, technical briefmgs on appropriate subjects would be arranged for the 
forty-seventh and forty-eighth sessions of the Regional Committee on an experimental basis, in 
lieu of the Technical Discussions. 
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