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The safety and health of our entire workforce is paramount today. In the face of an 

infectious disease outbreak, how we protect our workers now clearly dictates how safe 

our communities are, and how resilient our businesses will be, as this pandemic 

evolves… It is only by implementing occupational safety and health measures that we 

can protect the lives of workers, their families and the larger communities, ensure work 

continuity and economic survival

Guy Ryder, ILO Director-General

On World Day for Safety and Health at Work, I call on all countries to assure well-

defined, decent and safe working conditions for all health workers

Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, WHO Director-General
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What are the main OSH risks?

Risk of contagion

 Contact with infectious patients/ 

clients/ customers/ suppliers/ co-

workers 

 Contact with contaminated 

materials, surfaces & 

environments

 PPE not properly used, cleaned or 

disinfected

Psychosocial risks

 Fear for being infected

 Job insecurity

 Lack of appropriate OSH 

measures, including PPE 

 Isolation & lack of social support

 Increased workload, long working 

hours & reduced rest periods

 Multiple burdens (working duties, 

household chores, caretakers, 

home-schooling, etc.)

 Stigma, violence & harassment

 Difficulty in maintaining self-care 

activities (e.g. exercise, good 

eating habits, rest, etc.
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Ergonomics

 Manual handling of loads 

 Awkward postures

 Inadequate facilities & equipment 

(i.e. when working from home)

OSH risks associated with 

heavy PPE

 Heat stress and dehydration

 Dizziness

 Physical markings on faces

Chemicals

 Cleaning and disinfection with 

chemicals (e.g. use of quaternary 

ammonium and sodium 

hypochlorite)



A particular role for OSH practitioners

 Facilitate access to reliable information

 Promote understanding of the disease and its symptoms 

 Support in the risk assessment and management process (i.e. identification of infectious and non-infectious hazards and 

assessment of associated risks; adoption of preventive and control measures; monitoring and review)

 Help in development or update of plans for the prevention, containment, mitigation and recovery
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Workplace risk assessment and control
(both for business continuity plans and for return to work plans) 

 Mapping hazards and assessing risks of contagion in relation to all work operations and continuous monitoring

 Utilizing a participative risk assessment process to ensure input and understanding of affected workers

 Using planning guidance to identify risk levels in workplace settings and to determine any appropriate control measures

 Adopt appropriate control measures following the hierarchy of control: Elimination and substitution, engineering controls, 

administrative measures, PPE

 Continuous monitoring OSH to ensure that control measures: 

 reflect the most updated scientific knowledge in relation to the protection from the risk of contagion 

 are adapted to the specific conditions of each work situation

 do not introduce new and unforeseen risks for workers’ safety and health (both physical and psychological), including 

psychosocial risks (e.g. long working hours, reduced rest periods, increased workload and pressure, violence and 

harassment, etc.), ergonomics, chemical and other risks

All hazards arising from new work processes and arrangements should be identified and the associated risks should be 

assessed and controlled
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Adapting control measures to worker risk levels for exposure and 
susceptibility

Risk control measures should be adapted to the needs of workers, based on their particular risk levels. 

Worker risk of occupational exposure may vary depending on the sectors and tasks performed:  

 Very high exposure risk 

 High exposure risk

 Medium exposure risk

 Lower exposure risk (caution)

Susceptibility: Workers have individual risk factors that may make them more susceptible to infection (e.g., older age; 

presence of chronic medical conditions, including immunocompromising conditions; pregnancy). 

Non-occupational risk factors: Non-occupational risk factors at home and in community settings, for example, workers that 

may be taking care of sick relatives, or be the caretaker for older family members residing in the same home. 
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Special considerations

MSMEs & Informal economy

 May not be able to comply with OSH measures, precautions and 

restrictions

 Lack sufficient protection (e.g., social protection, sick leave, 

unemployment benefits)

 Usually out of reach by OSH services

Sector-specific issues

Need of sector-specific guidance to support adapted OSH control measures
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Construction sites: examples of OSH measures

Maintaining physical distance and reducing contacts 

 Reduce the number of individuals on the site to essential staff to complete the work

 Design work to avoid large amounts of people to be in one area

 Stagger shifts and other trades to isolate and compartmentalize staff to limit the reach of a potential outbreak. 

 Promote virtual meeting instead of face-to-face meetings, whenever possible

 Eliminate non-essential visits (vendors tours, etc.) 

 Stop workers from randomly walking in the worksite to reduce cross-contamination

 Avoid concentration of workers in (re-design break areas allowing for physical distancing; staggering breaks to reduce 

people in break areas)

 Reduce the number of people in a van or pool vehicle for commuting to and from the job site
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Construction sites: examples of OSH measures

Hygiene & cleaning

 Provide hand washing stations with soap and water

 Clean and disinfect daily temporary spaces (site/job trailers) and shared workstations 

 Clean personal hand tools and large shared tools before and after use

Information and communication

 Provide up-to-date information about COVID-19, and local/national guidelines

 Provide information about OSH risks and control measures adopted

 Ensure workers can ask questions and share concerns

PPE

 Selected based upon the hazard to the worker; consistently and properly worn (when required); regularly inspected, 

maintained and replaced (as necessary); properly removed, cleaned, and stored or disposed of, as applicable
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Prompt Identification and Isolation of Workers with Covid-19

 Encourage employees to self-monitor for signs and symptoms of COVID-19 if they suspect possible exposure

 Develop policies and procedures for employees to report when they are sick or experiencing symptoms of COVID-19

 Develop policies and procedures for immediately isolating people who have signs and/or symptoms of COVID-19, and 

train workers to implement them. Move potentially infectious people to a location away from workers, customers, and 

other visitors. 

 When applicable, develop systems for contact tracing in collaboration with local authorities.

 Develop policies and procedures for health monitoring and isolation of workers who have been in contact with a sick 

person.
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Relevant ILO International labour standards

Occupational Safety and Health Convention (No. 155) and Recommendation (No. 164): 

 Employers’ roles and responsibilities

 Workers’ rights and responsibilities

Occupational Health Services Convention, 1985 (No. 161) and Recommendation (No. 171)

 Functions and purposes of the occupational health services

Employment Injury Benefits Convention, 1964 (No. 121) 

 Cash compensation and medical and allied care for workers victims of occupational accidents and diseases

ILO updated list of occupational diseases (2010):

 Biological agents and infectious or parasitic diseases

 Post-traumatic stress disorder
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Resources

 Press Release: Protect workers both now and after lockdowns ease, says ILO

 Report: In the face of a pandemic: Ensuring Safety and Health at Work

 Checklist: Prevention and Mitigation of COVID-19 at Work ACTION CHECKLIST

 Expert Panel Discussion Webinar Recording: Safety and health at work and COVID-19

 Think Pieces: Original and exclusive think pieces on the OSH response to the Covid-19 pandemic from the global OSH 

community
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https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_742898/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/events-training/events-meetings/world-day-safety-health-at-work/WCMS_742463/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/resources-library/publications/WCMS_741813/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O7LU4KeAZKE&feature=youtu.be
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/events-training/events-meetings/world-day-safety-health-at-work/WCMS_742064/lang--en/index.htm


Policies and Procedures for Prompt Identification and Isolation of 
Sick Workers
 Self-monitor for signs and symptoms of COVID-19 if they suspect possible exposure

 Reporting when they are sick or experiencing symptoms of COVID-19

 Isolating people who have signs and/or symptoms of COVID-19

 Isolating and monitoring any workers who have been in contact with a person tested positive 

 Properly clean and disinfect work site and tools used by workers tested positive to COVID-19
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Thank you

Dr. Manal Azzi
Senior OSH Specialist
ILO-Geneva

azzi@ilo.org


