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Occupational safety and health 
management in the coffee sector
According to recent estimates published by the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), 2.78 mi-
llion workers per year have fatal occupational ac-
cidents (2.4 million of them disease-related) and 
diseases and 374 million have non-fatal occupa-
tional accidents. The number of working days lost 
amount to about 4 per cent of global gross domes-
tic product (GDP) and, in some cases, as much as 6 
per cent or more (ILO 2019b).

Occupational accidents and diseases have a signi-
ficant impact on individuals and their families, not 
only from the economic point of view but also with 
regard to their long- and short-term physical and 
emotional well-being. They can also have serious 
consequences for enterprises: they affect produc-
tivity, interrupt production processes, undermine 
competitiveness and damage the reputation of 
enterprises throughout a value chain. This has im-
plications for the economy and, more broadly, for 
society.

The Resolution concerning the recurrent dis-
cussion on social protection (labour protection), 
adopted at the 104th Session of the International 
Labour Conference, states: “Labour protection is 
at the heart of the mandate of the ILO. It is instru-
mental for achieving decent work and for contribu-
ting to social justice and social peace” (ILO 2015).

The Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work, 
adopted at the 108th Session of the International 
Labour Conference, states: “All workers should 
enjoy adequate protection in accordance with 
the Decent Work Agenda, taking into account: (…) 
safety and health at work” (ILO 2019a).

According to the report of the Global Commission 
on the Future of Work, rural economic develop-
ment – on which the future of many of the world’s 
workers depends – should become a priority (ILO 
2019b). Agriculture has been identified as one of 
the ILO’s priority sectors owing to the sector’s size 
in developing countries and to the high rate of ex-
posure to occupational risks and incidence of inju-
ries and diseases associated with this type of work.

Improving and promoting a culture of occupatio-
nal safety and health (OSH) in the coffee sector 
will contribute to the achievement of Goal 8 of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (“Decent Work 
and Economic Growth”) and of target 8.8 (“Protect 
labour rights and promote safe and secure wor-
king environments for all workers”).

An estimated 1.3 billion people worldwide work 
in the agriculture sector, most of them on family 
farms where the farmers and their workers lack 
the knowledge and the means to prevent occu-
pational risks. The agriculture sector is associated 
with a wide range of occupational risks, including 
exposure to hazardous machinery and tools, che-
micals and other toxic and carcinogenic substan-
ces, infectious diseases, pests and parasites, dust, 
insufficient access to clean water and sewerage, 
repetitive and unnatural movements and pos-
tures, confined spaces, noise and vibration (ILO 
2000).

Coffee is one of the most important of the global 
supply, food and agriculture chains and warrants 
special attention since over 80 per cent of global 
coffee production is sold internationally. This 
production is growing, having increased from 
105.21 million 60 kilo bags in 2003–2004 to about 
158.56 million in 2017–2018. Coffee is one of the 
most often sold and consumed food products in 
the global supply chains of both producing and 
importing countries. In both cases, this creates 
an opportunity for highly visible initiatives with 
a positive impact ranging from global supply 
chains to local communities (International Coffee 
Organization, 2020).

Over the past decade, coffee has experienced in-
creasing product differentiation which is closely 
linked to growing consumer concern about the 
social and environmental conditions under which 
products are grown and manufactured and to the 
subsequent high penetration of private certifi-
cation standards; coffee is one of the four foods 
with the highest sustainability standard penetra-
tion rates (Raynolds, Murray and Wilkinson 2007). 
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This desire to address social and environmental 
concerns creates an opportunity to promote the 
current global initiatives for improving OSH within 
the value chain.

Most coffee producers are small or medium-sized 
and operate plantations that do not normally re-
ceive institutional support for the prevention of oc-
cupational accidents and diseases. Education and 
training, language and cultural barriers, limited 
access to infrastructure (e.g. water and roads) and 
income levels are additional factors that make it 
more difficult for farmers and agricultural workers 
to identify and control risks effectively.

In order to address these needs, the Vision Zero 
Fund (VZF), through its Global Prevention Initiative, 
has strengthened projects designed to improve far-
mers’ living conditions by addressing OSH deficits 
in global supply chains. The VZF is also part of the 
Group of 20’s commitment to safe and healthy wor-
kplaces. To that end, a project entitled “Improving 
occupational safety and health in the coffee value 
chain” has been developed through the VZF and 
in cooperation with the European Union (EU) with 
the goal of reducing work-related accidents and 

diseases in global coffee value chains. In coope-
ration with Colombia’s Ministry of Labour, another 
project has also been developed with a view to the 
implementation of a strategy for creating safe and 
healthy working conditions in the coffee sector.

In addition, a case study conducted as part of 
the joint ILO – EU project identified various dri-
vers and constraints for OSH improvement in the 
coffee value chain, including the fact that produ-
cers and workers on farms do not have adequate 
information on their rights, duties and actions with 
respect to health. Moreover, since almost none of 
the coffee farming population has occupational 
risk coverage, access to information and advice 
on OSH matters is also very limited; efforts to im-
prove OSH with the involvement of and in coordi-
nation with numerous stakeholders throughout 
the value chain and their institutional environment 
are needed (ILO 2017).

For these reasons, the present methodology is an 
adaptation of the one developed by Colombia and 
provides a number of tools designed to facilitate, 
both pedagogically and in practice, the manage-
ment of OSH risks in the coffee sector.
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Illustration 1. Steps to be followed when using the OSH risk management methodology 

Definitions of “hazard” and “risk”

The ILO defines the terms “hazard”, “risk” and “risk assessment” as follows:

Table 1. Comparison of the definitions of “hazard” and “risk”

Step 1
Identify the 
hazards

Step 2
Assessment the 
risks

Step 3
Evaluate the risks 
and decide on 
measures

Step 4
Establish a 
hierarchy of 
controls

Step 5
Record the 
outcomes of the 
controls 
implemented

Identify VerifyPrioritize Decide on 
controls 

Concept ILO

Hazard Anything with the potential to cause harm (ILO 2018)

Risk
The combination of (a) the likelihood that a hazardous event will occur 
and (b) the severity of the harm that could occur, including long-term 
consequences. (ILO 2018)

Risk assessment

A careful examination of what, in the workplace, could cause harm to 
people. It enables a weighing up of whether enough precautions are in place 
or whether more should be done to prevent harm to those at risk, including 
workers and members of the public (ILO 2014)

Implementation of the methodology
The methodology comprises five steps that are 
used to identify hazards, assess and evaluate risks 

and decide on controls as seen from the following 
illustration:
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Table 2. Identifying acivities

Illustraition 2. Chart showing the procedures involved in coffee production

Step 1. Hazards map

Identifying activities

Hazard identification begins with a list of all of 
the workplace activities included in the coffee 

Activity no. Name
Frequency (X)

Often 
(routinely)

Occasionally (not 
routinely)

1 Crop 
establishment X

2 Crop tending X

The following is an example of a chart showing the 
procedures and some of the activities involved in 

coffee production, which might be taken into ac-
count in preparing Table 2:

production process. This procedure is set out in 
the first part of Appendix 1, as seen from the fo-
llowing example:

Seedlings

Germination

Sprouts

Crop 
establishment

Plotting lines
Sowing

Planting
Transplanting

Composting
Weeding
Pest control
Fertilizing

Crop tending

Production 

Picking 
and the 
previous 
steps

Pulping
Fermenting
Washing
Drying
Packing
Transport

Processing and 
post-harvest
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Table 3. Hazard symbols

Hazard Symbol

Biological hazard 

Physical hazard

Chemical hazard 

Psycho-social hazard

Biomechanical hazard 

Safety hazard

Natural phenomena hazard

*A full-page printable copy of the list of hazard symbols is provided in Appendix 3 for easy use in 
assessing risks.

Identifying hazards

Once the activities have been described, the ha-
zards associated with each of them should be iden-
tified by asking:

•	 Are there established procedures for the 
activity?

•	 How is the activity carried out?

•	 Who might be injured and whose health 
might	suffer?

•	 How could the injury or ill health occur?

•	 When could the injury or ill health occur?

Hazard symbols

This section introduces the hazard symbols 
to be identified for each activity in the coffee 
production process. The table is divided into two 
columns showing the name of the hazard and the 
image or symbol that identifies it.
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Table 4. Classification of hazards associated with coffee production

Classification of hazards by activity

The following table may be used to classify the 
hazards associated with the coffee sector. This 

should be done for each of the activities currently 
under way in order to identify the relevant hazards:

In your opinion, what types of hazards do you encounter?

Yes NoActivity

Hazard Agent

Biological 
hazard

1. Viruses, bacteria, mould and parasites

2. Insect and other animal bites

3. Snake and other animal bites

4. Fluids and excrement

Physical 
hazard

1. Noise

2. Vibration

3. Underground work

4. Poor lighting

Chemical 
hazard

1. Fertilizers, pesticides, fungicides, herbicides and other 
chemical products, such as disinfectants
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Table 4. Classification of hazards associated with coffee production

In your opinion, what types of hazards do you encounter?

Yes NoActivity

Hazard Agent

Psycho-social 
hazard

1.	Conflicts	with	co-workers	or	with	the	owner	of	the	farm

2. Long working hours

3. Perceived physical assault or sexual/psychological 
harassment by co-workers or farm-owners

4. Overwork

5. Monotonous, repetitive work

6. Low income

Biomecha-
nical hazard

1. Standing, kneeling or squatting for more than two 
hours during the working day

2. Above-the-head arm movements

3. Repetitive hand and arm movements

4.	Heavy	lifting	(e.g.	bags	or	sacks	of	coffee),	carrying	
loads, pushing or dragging heavy objects
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Table 4. Classification of hazards associated with coffee production

In your opinion, what types of hazards do you encounter?

Yes NoActivity

Hazard Agent

Safety hazard

1. Use of machinery, vehicles, machetes, sickles, chain 
saws and other items that can wound, bruise or crush 
body parts

2. Electrical contact or shock

3. Inadequate order and cleanliness

4.	Public	order	(theft,	robbery,	delinquency,	fighting	or	
illegal armed groups)

5. Falls (on uneven ground)

6. Work at heights (over 1.5 m.)

Natural 
phenomena 
hazard

1.	Landslides,	floods,	fires	and	other	natural	disasters	or	
emergencies

*This	list	does	not	include	all	existing	agents	involved	in	coffee	production.	Additional	agents	present	
in the workplace should be added. This document is reproduced in Appendix 4.
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Step 2. Risk assessment

Description of risk assessment

Once the hazards associated with each of the activi-
ties have been identified, a risk assessment can be 
conducted based on the probability of these events 

(work-related accidents and diseases) and on the 
seriousness (severity) of their consequences.

The probability of their occurrence ranges from 
unlikely to certain while their seriousness (severity) 
ranges from negligeable injuries to the death of a 
worker. These definitions are reflected in following 
illustration of a risk assessment:

Illustration 3. Cartesian graph of a risk assessment*

Probability

Seriousness
Negligeable Minor Serious Fatal

Unlikely

Highly likely

Certain

Likely

* A full-page printable copy of this Cartesian graph is provided in Appendix 5 for easy use in assessing risks.
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In this step, for each activity that has been deter-
mined to be part of the production process and 
applicable to the workers, the symbols of the ha-
zards identified should be placed on the Cartesian 

graph in light of the definitions on the Y (proba-
bility) and x (seriousness) axes, as seen from the 
following example: 

Illustration 4. Example of a risk assessment using a Cartesian graph

Probability

Seriousness
Negligeable Minor Serious Fatal

Unlikely

Highly likely

Certain

Likely

Explanation of the risk assessment: It was determined that one activity, crop establishment, posed a bio-
mechanical hazard and a risk assessment found that its occurrence was highly probable and that it would 
have serious consequences. It was also determined that there was a physical hazard and that its probability 
was certain and its seriousness negligeable.
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Risk assessment interpretation

The interpretation is divided into three levels, des-
cribed below:

1. Low risk: action is needed in order to promote 
the health and protect the lives of workers;

2. Medium risk: intervention with a preventive 

approach is needed since the lives and health of 
workers may be affected;

3. High risk: immediate intervention is needed since 
the lives and health of workers are in jeopardy.

The following illustration of a risk assessment in-
terpretation should be used, selecting the qua-
drants corresponding to the hazards identified:

Illustration 5. Risk assessment interpretation

Medium

MediumLow

High
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Illustration 6. Risk evaluation interpretation

Prevention 
(+)

Prevention
(+)

Promotion
(+)

Immediate 
correction

(++)

Medium risk

Low risk Medium risk

High risk

*A full-page printable copy of this risk assessment interpretation is provided in Appendix 6 for easy 
use in assessing risks.

Step 3. Evaluating the risks 
and deciding on action

Using the risks assessed in the previous step, each 
risk is evaluated and the following three types of 
intervention are considered:

1. Correction: immediate action taken in order to 
address the hazard(s) that caused the event;

2. Prevention: action taken in order to eliminate or 
mitigate the cause(s) of the event;

3. Promotion: action taken in order to promote 
good health and prevent the event from occu-
rring.

In so doing, Illustration 6 on interpreting a risk 
evaluation should be used, selecting the quadrant 
corresponding to the hazards identified:
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The information resulting from the hazard identifi-
cation and risk assessment and evaluation should 

be recorded in Appendix 1, as seen from the fo-
llowing example:

Table 5. Hazard identification and risk assessment and evaluation

Illustration 7. Hierarchy of controls

Hazard Agent no.* Risk level Risk evaluation

Biomechanical 1 and 2 High Correction

Physical 1 Medium Prevention

*	For	the	agent,	only	the	number	described	in	Table	4	(Classification	of	hazards	associated	with	coffee	
production) should be recorded.

Step 4. Hierarchy of controls
Based on the risk evaluation, prevention and control measures are determined according to the following 
hierarchy:

Elimination of the hazard/risk

Technical control or 
organizational measures
Administrative control 
arrangements
Personal protective 
equipment, including clothing

Safe working 
conditions

Hazards and risks associated 
with coffee production

Control 
mechanisms
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The following description of each category in the 
hierarchy of controls reflects the Guidelines on 
occupational safety and health management sys-
tems (ILO 2001):

1. eliminate the hazard/risk;

2. control the hazard/risk at source through the use 
of engineering controls or organizational measures;

3. minimize the hazard/risk by the design of safe 
work systems, which include administrative con-
trol measures; and

4. where residual hazards/risks cannot be contro-
lled by collective measures, the employer should 
provide for appropriate personal protective 

equipment, including clothing, at no cost and 
should implement measures to ensure its use and 
maintenance.

Step 5. Outcome of the 
measures taken
The measures determined and implemented re-
quire an evaluation process in order to demons-
trate their effectiveness. To that end, they must 
be listed and placed into one of three categories: 
1. Good outcome; 2. Average outcome; and 3. Poor 
outcome. It is also important to record the factors 
that facilitated or hindered implementation of the 
measure (see Appendix 2), as seen from the fo-
llowing example:

Table 6. Evaluating measures

Measures taken Evaluation Facilitating 
factors (+) Hindering factors (-)

Personal 
protection 
equipment

The workers say 
that they do not 
use it because it 
makes them feel 
too hot

Sunscreen

Easy and 
convenient 
to use

Good outcome  Average outcome  Poor outcome
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Appendix I. Hazard identification and evaluation

Appendices

Stage I

Activity 
no. Name

Frequency (X)
Hazard 
(see 
Table 4)

Agent 
no. (see 
Table 4)

Risk level 
(high, medium 
or low; see 
Illustration 6)

Risk evaluation 
(correction, 
prevention or 
promotion; see 
Illustration 6)

Often 
(routinely)

Some-
times (not 
routinely)

Appendix II. Evaluating measures

Good outcome    Average outcome  Poor outcome

Hierarchy of controls Evaluation Facilitating 
factors (+) Hindering factors (-)

X Appendix II 

Evaluating measures

G oo d ou tcome 

Average outcome

Poor outcome
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Appendix III. Hazard symbols

Hazard Symbol

Biological hazard 

Physical hazard

Chemical hazard 

Psycho-social hazard

Biomechanical hazard 

Safety hazard

Natural phenomena hazard
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Appendix IV. Classification of hazards associated with coffee production

In your opinion, what types of hazards do you encounter?

Yes No
Activity

Agent
Hazard

Biological 
hazard

1. Viruses, bacteria, mould and parasites

2. Insect and other animal bites

3. Snake and other animal bites

4. Fluids and excrement

Physical 
hazard

1. Noise

2. Vibration

3. Underground work

4. Poor lighting

Chemical 
hazard

1. Fertilizers, pesticides, fungicides, herbicides and other chemical products, 
such as disinfectants

Psycho-
social hazard

1.	Conflicts	with	co-workers	or	with	the	owner	of	the	farm

2. Long working hours

3. Perceived physical assault or sexual/psychological harassment by co-
workers or farm-owners

4. Overwork

5. Monotonous, repetitive work

6. Low income

Biomecha-
nical hazard

1. Standing, kneeling or squatting for more than two hours during the 
working day

2. Above-the-head arm movements

3. Repetitive hand and arm movements

4.	Heavy	lifting	(e.g.	bags	or	sacks	of	coffee),	carrying	loads,	pushing	or	
dragging heavy objects

Safety 
hazard

1. Use of machinery, vehicles, machetes, sickles, chain saws and other items 
that can wound, bruise or crush body parts

2. Electrical contact or shock

3. Inadequate order and cleanliness

4.	Public	order	(theft,	robbery,	delinquency,	fighting	or	illegal	armed	groups)

5. Falls (on uneven ground)

6. Work at heights (over 1.5 m.)

Natural 
phenomena 
hazard

1.	Landslides,	floods,	fires	and	other	natural	disasters	or	emergencies

*	This	list	does	not	include	all	existing	agents	involved	in	coffee	production.	Additional	agents	present	
in the workplace should be added.

X Appendix V 
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Appendix V. Cartesian graph of a risk assessment

Probability

Seriousness
Negligeable Minor Serious Fatal

Unlikely

Highly likely

Certain

Likely
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Appendix VI. Risk assessment interpretation

Prevention 
(+)

Prevention
(+)

Promotion
(+)

Immediate 
correction

(++)

Medium risk

Low risk Medium risk

High risk
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