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Abstract 

It has been estimated that people in developing countries are exposed to more than 80% of global 
occupational hazards. These hazards are associated with risks that are likely to cause diseases, injuries, 
even as much as fatalities to workers. The concept of occupational hazard and risk is universal but 
mitigation to keep these risks as low as realistically possible is different because of different scenario that 
each geographical location poses. It is believd that the most fundamental component of this is legislation. 
Why developed countries are seen as more stringent about work place safety; because of the value placed 
on human life and the need to optimize safety. It is therefore obvious that developing countries do not 
take safety seriously or have insufficient legislation to minimize these risks. One problem with 
developing nations is bad data keeping. Poor data keeping culture makes the extent of the effects of the 
hazards hard to measure. There are many countries that cannot produce basic data on safety statistics. If 
some data are not quantified and qualified, it may be hard to trace where the problem is occurring and 
consequently tackle them. Also because most of the companies are large corporations owned by 
influential people or politicians and they have a lot of influence on the governance systems and so 
engineer the legislation to suit their interests. Again developing countries do not have the knowhow to 
effectively formulate a functional HSE legislation so what you get accidents. Pakistan, although a 
member of International Labour Organization but has not yet signed its Convention 187 on Promotion of 
Occupational Safety and Health at Work Place. A draft act for Occupational Safety and Health at Work 
Place remained pending before the Parliament of Pakistan for enactment since 2008 but could not be 
passed in the five years span of the parliament. This paper discusses ways of implementing interventions 
to address these hazards and how the national governments can improve their roles in establishing rules 
and regulations for a better workplace, providing a system of information dissemination and enforcing 
regulations. 

 

Keywords: safety culture, safety policy, safety legislation 

 

1. Introduction 
 

The question of occupational health and safety (OS&H) as a global issue, is now taking a new turn 
because of rapid industrial and agricultural development, and the emergence of new products and 
processes in developing countries. Many of these countries are moving from manual labour to service 
mechanization in the main production sectors, such as manufacturing, mining, agriculture and 
construction, hence the potential occupational health ramifications need to be anticipated. Also the 
insatiable desire of these countries for technical advancement has brought about the import of 
sophisticated machinery and pieces of equipment not only into the industrial production sector, but also to 
services and commerce. This invariably has been associated with a change in the structure of the labour 
force as a whole including a rise in the employment of women, which is expected to change ambit of 
health problems. For example, more emphasis on ergonomics and occupational psychosocial factors 
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would be needed in the services sector. This obviously would be a new challenge for occupational health 
and safety practice in most of the developing countries because the tool to deal with such problems and 
the expertise are not yet advanced as compared to developed countries.  
 

1.1 Status of Occupational Safety in Developing Countries 

Occupational safety remains neglected in developing countries because of competing social, economic, 
and political challenges. Despite global efforts to address OS&H concerns, an estimated 2 million work 
related fatalities and 330 million work-related accidents still occur each year (ILO, 2009). The incidence 
of workplace fatalities varies enormously between countries. The studies have indicated that there appears 
to be a significant difference between developed and developing countries. It has been estimated that 
people in developing countries are exposed to more than 80% of global occupational hazards (Renton, et 
al, 2012). According to a World Bank’s study (WB, 1995) a factory worker in Pakistan is eight times 
more likely to be killed at work than a factory worker in France; fatalities among transport workers in 
Kenya are ten times than those in Denmark and construction workers in Guatemala are six times more 
likely to die at work than their counter parts in Switzerland. Alli (2009) described that the rate of 
occupational fatalities and accidents in India is 10.4 and 8,700 per 100,000 respectively. Almost similar 
situation exists in China, where it is 10.5 and 8,028 per 100,000 respectively. In sub-Saharan Africa, the 
fatality rate per 100,000 workers is 21 and the accident rate 16,000. In Latin America and the Caribbean, 
about 30,000 fatalities occur each year and 22.6 million occupational accidents cause at least three days’ 
absence from work. 
 
This means that each year 54,000 workers die and 42 million work-related accidents take place that cause 
at least three days’ absence from work (ILO, 2009a). Occupational health and safety (OHS) performance 
also varies significantly between economic sectors within countries. Statistical data show that, worldwide, 
the highest rates of occupational deaths occur in agriculture, forestry, mining and construction sectors 
(ILO, 2009a). The economic costs of these injuries and deaths are colossal, at the enterprise, national and 
global levels. Taking into account compensation, lost working time, interruption of production, training 
and retraining, medical expenses, and so on, estimates of these losses are routinely put at roughly 4% of 
global GNP every year, and possibly much more (ILO, 2009a). 

1.2 Problems with Occupational Safety Developing Countries 

Perception: unfortunately, in developing countries we don’t have a culture of safety. For example, driving 
a car without seatbelt or motorbike without safety helmet knowing that if a police stop us, we can 
persuade the law or if an industrial accident happened in the installations of the government, media covers 
it a lot but nobody investigate about its root cause or suggests mitigation measures to avoid any future 
happening. Perception and perspectives play a big role in development of culture. In developing countries 
perception and perspectives about occupational safety is very different than in developed countries. The 
benefits of occupational safety are seen locally in a narrow context. The positive impact of occupational 
safety are not perceived or considered in terms of increased productivity by reducing risk and work-
related injuries, which means fewer losses to employer and worker as there will be a reduction of wage 
losses and decreased compensation costs. Furthermore, the reduction of absenteeism due to occupational 
injuries or ill health is of great importance concerning skilled labour, especially in countries where there 
is a shortage of skilled labour.  

Data management: another problem in developing countries is of poor data management or record 
keeping, which makes the extent of effects of the hazards hard to measure nor the improvement can be 
measured. There are many countries that cannot produce basic data on safety statistics. If some data are 
not quantified and qualified, it becomes very difficult to trace where the problem lies and consequently it 
becomes difficult to take corrective actions. For example, answering questions relating to levels of 
accident in different sectors and the pattern of the accidents is a major step on the way to being answered 
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with good data. Another result of this poor record keeping is that the extent of accident events can easily 
be downplayed. 

Legislation: the major problem in developing countries is the legislation on OS&H at workplace. The 
concept of occupational hazard and risk is universal but mitigation to as low as realistically possible 
(ALARP) is different because of different scenario that each geographical location poses. The most 
fundamental component of this is legislation. Why the Norwegian region is seen as more stringent, 
because of the value placed on human life and the need to optimize safety? But developing countries do 
not take safety seriously because either they do not have or have insufficient legislation to minimize these 
risks. For example, my own country Pakistan, where the independent legislation on occupational health 
and safety at workplace has not yet been developed and the main law, which governs these issues, is the 
Chapter 3 of Factories Act of 1934. Because most of the companies are large corporations they have a lot 
of influence on the systems and so engineer the legislation to suit their interests. Another fact is that 
developing countries also lack the knowhow to effectively formulate a functional HSE legislation so what 
we get accidents. 
 
Corruption: in addition to the above problems related to culture is corruption, which also plays a negative 
role in developing a safety culture by reducing the levels of measures for occupational safety. Sometimes 
the legislations are actually in place, but the people responsible for enforcement do not perform their job 
honestly. Unscrupulous organizations do exploit this to keep themselves away from spending money on 
safety measures by spending some money as bribery.  

Exploitation: Investors from developed countries have also moved to developing counties and exploiting 
them for cheap labour working long hours and in bad conditions due to no or inadequate OS&H 
regulations in place or very little is done to enforce them. This happens not only because legislative 
regime but also because the poverty driven societal norms.  

2.  Safety Culture  

 
A culture is created by people and it determines how each person shows up at work, with an attitude and 
energy that affects everyone in the system. Safety culture, in fact is developed on the basis of 
prioritization of the value of safety at every level in an organization or in a country. It defines the extent 
to which individuals and institutions take responsibility for safety; the way they act to preserve, enhance 
and communicate safety concerns; how they strive to learn, adapt and modify individual and 
organizational behavior based on lessons learned from mistakes; and how they strive to be honoured 
through these values. This is strongly influenced by top management or governments, and includes the 
behaviors of everyone in the system. An effective safety culture is not just a set of policies and 
procedures; it’s embedded in the system. It relates to the “soft stuff” of humans interacting with each 
other, versus procedures for interaction with “things” such as systems and equipment. The myriad of 
interactions that take place all day, every day, make up the culture. An effective safety culture cannot be 
measured through failures; it leads toward the desired goal of zero safety incidents in the work place, 
similar to a “zero-defects” quality culture.  
 
A good safety culture defines goals and sets objectives, with visible leadership and assigned 
responsibilities. Good leadership makes the difference between immediate initiatives and long-term 
continuous improvement processes. Although establishing a safety culture is a priority for top-
management, but employees also have the responsibility to follow procedures and think about how they 
work. It should not be considered as an additional duty, work that requires extra cost and effort. Every 
decision must have the safety perspective; every activity must be conducted safely.   

A good safety culture often translates into improved discipline in other areas of operations, beyond just 
fewer on the job injuries and less lost time. People begin to follow other procedures and processes more 
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closely as well. Beyond just the obvious safety improvements, companies benefit from increased 
productivity and overall operating efficiency through improvements that include things not readily 
visible, such as improved quality, low equipment damage and elimination of litigation issues, production 
delays, fines and the like. Reduction of these indirect costs also increases profitability.  

How does one develop a safety culture in organizations with multiple locations, across facilities, countries 
and cultures? The change in safety culture starts with management commitment and continues throughout 
the organization. Organizations with a positive safety culture are characterized by communication 
founded on mutual trust, by shared perceptions of the importance of safety and by confidence in the 
efficacy of preventive measures. A zero-incidents safety culture is a concept whose time has come. It is 
both a challenge and an opportunity. There are three stages in the development of a good safety culture.  

1. Reactive: workers react to safety incidents, instead of thinking about how to prevent these.  

2. Independent: once people view safety as having primary importance, then they practice safety 
because they want to do it, not because they are being told to do it. 

3. Interdependent: every employee is looking out for others so it is the “brother’s keeper” mentality.  

At this stage, any employee should be comfortable to call out a safety issue to anyone, irrespective of 
management level. 

It has been established that people in developing countries are more exposed to occupational hazards then 
is developed countries. These hazards are associated with risks that are likely to cause diseases, injuries, 
even as much as fatalities to workers. Most of us in this conference are from developing countries and to 
an extent aware of the occupational health and safety regulations in our countries. Therefore, we should 
discuss ways of implementing interventions to address these hazards and how the national governments 
can improve their roles in establishing a frameworks for policies and legislations as per ILO’s 
conventions for a better workplace environment, providing a system of information dissemination and 
enforcing safety regulations. Because developing a safety culture in developing countries is a challenge 
and will require efforts by the regulators, companies as well as the employees themselves. Therefore, 
continued and renewed efforts are required to address this challenge. The globally applicable frameworks 
and instruments to address this challenge are available but there is a need to establish national frameworks 
and instruments. 

 

3. Instruments to Deal With Safety  

 
There is no dearth of instruments available for establishing a safety culture but what is lacking is political 
will and commitments by the governments in developing countries. 

3.1 ILO Conventions on Occupational Safety and Health 

Convention 155: the ILO Occupational Safety and Health Convention 155 of 1981, and its accompanying 
Recommendation 164, provide for the adoption of a national occupational safety and health policy, and 
describe actions to be taken by governments and within enterprises to promote occupational safety and 
health and improve the working environment. The Convention 155 has been supplemented by the 
Protocol of 2002, which calls for the establishment and periodic review of requirements and procedures 
for the recording and notification of occupational accidents and diseases, and for the publication of related 
annual statistics. This convention entered into force on 11th August, 1983 but till date on 7/7/2013, this 
has been ratified by only 60 member states and its protocol of 2002 which entered into force on 9th 
February, 2005 has been ratified only by 9 countries. 
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Convention 161: the ILO’s Convention 161 on Occupational Health Services and its Recommendation 
171 of 1985, provide for the establishment of occupational health services at the enterprise level, designed 
to ensure the implementation of health surveillance systems and to contribute towards implementing the 
OSH policy. This convention entered into force on 17th February, 1988 but only 31 member states have 
ratified it till date on 7/7/2013. 
 
Convention 167: the ILO’s Convention 167 of 1988 is specific to Safety and Health in Construction. This 
convention entered into force on 11th January, 1991 but till date on 7/7/2013 has been ratified only by 24 
members. ILO has also developed a special Code of Practice for safety and health in construction (ILO, 
1992). 
 
Convention 187: the ILO’s Convention 187 of 2006 provides a Promotional Framework for Occupational 
Safety and Health. This was entered into force on 20th February, 2009 but till date on 7/7/2013 only 
received ratification by 25 members. 
 
The practical impact of these instruments, however, at least of Conventions 155 and 161 has been much 
wider than the number of ratifications might suggest, because many countries, although unable to proceed 
to ratification, have implemented the principles embodied in these instruments. This was confirmed by the 
results of a survey of member States on activities related to ILO standards in the area of occupational 
safety and health (ILO, 2009b). 
 

 3.2 WHO Declaration on Occupational Health  
 
The Declaration on Occupational Health or All of 1994 by World Health Organization (WHO) 
encourages the governments to prepare a special national policy and programme for occupational health 
that include actions for providing competent occupational health services for all people at work. Such a 
programme should include the development of appropriate legal provisions, and systems for enforcement, 
and inspection by competent authorities especially responsible for occupational health. 
 

4. Way Forward 
 
First of all, it must be recognized by developing countries that addressing OS&H issues that arise in the 
context of increasingly rapid socio-economic and technological changes is a formidable challenge. The 
implementation of preventive and protective measures at workplace is a complex and continuous process 
that requires not only technical knowledge and skills adapted to the scale and specific activities of 
undertakings, but also a preventative OS&H culture through promotion of OS&H information, 
communication and education. 
 
As most of the developing countries have not yet taken serious measures to establish national level policy 
and legal frameworks to address the issues of OS&H. Therefore, it is imperative that the governments in 
developing countries must establish a governance regime in terms of policy and legal frameworks on 
OS&H. Although a general survey on OS&H conducted by ILO (2009a) concluded that despite the 
undeniable advances observed in the areas of policy development, institutional arrangements and 
legislative capacities in any countries, an estimated 2 million work-related fatalities and 330 million 
work-related accidents still occur each year. But still the role of governance cannot be disregarded in 
developing a safety culture. In fact development of policy and legal framework remain ineffective unless 
they are implemented through enforcement by relevant institutions. 
 
The ILO’s Convention 155 and Recommendation 164 provide a comprehensive system-based approach 
for development, implementation and review of a policy of a cyclic process, rather than a linear process 
of regulatory obligation. It ensures that the national OS&H system is continuously improved and capable 
of addressing issues arising from a changing workplace environment. To achieve widespread ratification 
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and effective implementation of the global occupational safety and health instruments of ILO, the 
Governing Body of the ILO at its 307th Session held in March 2010 adopted a Plan of Action (2010-
2016), which constitute a blueprint for setting up and implementing national OS&H systems that are 
comprehensive and adaptable to national conditions. The strategy they advocate calls for action in four 
main areas:  
 

1) formulation, implementation and periodical review of a national OS&H policy expressing the 
political will to undertake comprehensive and coherent regulatory, enforcement and promotional 
action in this area;  

2) promotion of social dialogue through full participation, collaboration and cooperation at all levels 
of employers, workers and their respective organizations, as well as other stakeholders; 

3) definition of respective functions, responsibilities, rights and duties of the social partners; and,  
4) development and dissemination of knowledge, education training measures and of information. 

 
Many problems persist, however, and there is general agreement that further sustained and coordinated 
action is needed at the international and national levels to reinforce mechanisms for continued 
improvement of national OS&H systems. ILO estimates in 2008 (for 2003) indicated that about 358,000 
fatal and 337 million non-fatal occupational accidents occurred in the world and that 1.95 million persons 
died from work-related diseases. The annual economic cost of major occupational accidents alone is 
estimated at US$5 billion (ILO, 2010). In the context of the current crisis, increased and more efficient 
focus on prevention to ensure sustainably safe workplaces appears to be of particular importance. 
 
The strategy and activities proposed in ILO Action Plan (2010-2016) are timely as there are several in-
dications that efforts over recent years have created an important window of opportunity for high impact. 
I conclude here that in developing countries, efforts need to be made to improve the OS&H situation at 
the policy, legislative and operational levels to develop a safety culture.  A good safety culture also 
translates into improved discipline in other areas of operations, beyond just fewer on-the-job injuries and 
less lost time. People begin to follow other procedures and processes more closely as well. It is not the 
obvious safety improvements but companies benefit from increased productivity and overall operating 
efficiency through improvements that include things not readily visible, such as improved quality, low 
equipment damage and elimination of litigation issues, production delays, fines and the like. Reduction of 
these indirect costs increases profitability.  
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