Resilient occupational safety and health sys-

tems key in pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic, with its
profound impact on the world of
work, underscores just how im-
portant occupational safety and
health (OSH) is to all of us. Work-
places can easily become contam-
inated with the novel coronavirus,
exposing workers, their families
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and communities to the risk of in-
fection. No one should feel unsafe
by just going to work.

In addition to the risk of infec-
tion, workers in all sectors face
challenges brought about by new
work practices and procedures
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adopted to mitigate the spread of
the virus. Teleworking, for exam-
ple, has led to ergonomic and psy-
chosocial risks, with some 65 per-
cent of surveyed enterprises re-
porting that worker morale has
been difficult to sustain while
working from home.

Certain workplaces have been
particularly affected, such as the
136 million health and social
workers at serious risk of acquir-
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ing COVID-19 during their work.
Moreover, those workers, as well
as essential staff in many other
sectors, have faced increased
workloads, longer working hours
and reduced rest periods. The risk
of violence and harassment at
work has also risen, with conse-
quences for both physical and
mental well-being,.

The protection of workers against
sickness, disease and injury re-
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lated to their work environment
has been a central issue for the
International Labor Organization
(ILO) since 1919. From the onset
of the COVID-19 crisis, the princi-
ples contained in ILO Occupa-
tional Safety and Health stan-
dards have shown to be more rel-
evant than ever, especially the
principle of prevention.

Faced with an unprecedented
public health emergency, govern-
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ments have taken rapid measures
to curb the spread of the virus
through public health systems.
Actors in the world of work, and
particularly in the field of OSH,
have been crucial in the emer-
gency response for protecting
workers, including those who
support public health systems.

At the same time, special atten-
tion is needed to ensure that poli-
cies and strategies do not dis-

criminate against any workers,
and consider those in vulnerable
situations, including the youth,
women, people with disabilities
and migrant workers, the selfem-
ployed and those in the informal
economy.

Amongst the many lessons
learned from this crisis is the
need for countries to have a
sound and resilient OSH system
in place. A system which can
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build capacity to face future
emergencies and protect workers’
safety and health, while support-
ing the survival and business con-
tinuity of enterprises.

The key elements of a national
OSH system are set out in the
ILO’s Promotional Framework for
Occupational Safety and Health
Convention of 2006 (No. 187).
They comprise a national OSH
policy, regulatory and institu-
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tional frameworks; occupational
health services; information, ad-
visory services and training; data
collection and research; and
mechanisms for strengthening
OSH management systems at the
enterprise level to prevent and re-
spond to OSH risks. Investing in
these systems enables countries
to better face and recover from
crises by safeguarding lives and
livelihoods and advancing the
protection of workers.

With the current situation in In-
donesia, where the workplace has
become one of the clusters of
COVId-19 spread, the Manpower
Ministry has issued guidelines for
employers regarding handling of
COVID-19 in the workplace. The
guidelines cover work-related risk
assessment for workers and sug-
gest to integrate COVID-19 proto-
cols into companies’ existing OSH
and on-going health programs,
such as the first aiders to handle
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emergency cases at work, mental
health, HIV/AIDS and TB.

The protection of workers
against sickness, disease
and injury related to their
work environment has
been a central issue for the
International Labor Orga-
nization (ILO) since 1919.
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It is quite encouraging that the
use of the guidelines has the sup-
port of employers’ associations
and trade unions. Joint efforts by
employers and workers will
strengthen understanding that
COVID-19 is a common chal-
lenge, and the ultimate goal is to
keep the workers and business
safe.

Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic
has furthermore demonstrated
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the importance of social dialogue
between governments, employers
and workers’ organizations not
only in responding to crises but
also in promoting good OSH
conditions. A climate of trust,
built through social dialogue, is
essential for the effective imple-
mentation of measures to address
emergencies such as COVID-10,
which require quick but effective
action. Mechanisms for social di-
alogue create a strong foundation
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for building resilience.

COVID-19 has undoubtedly been
one of the gravest occupational
safety and health challenges the
world has ever faced. Through the
concerted action and commit-
ment of all stakeholders let us to-
gether forge the strong and effec-
tive national OSH systems we
need to safeguard the life and
health of every worker for years to

come.
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