
The Seoul Declaration on Safety and Health at Work
was adopted in Seoul, Korea on June 29 in 2008 by the
Safety and Health Summit during the XVIII World
Congress on Safety and Health at Work1), which was
organized by International Labour Organization (ILO),
International Social Security Association (ISSA) and
Korea Occupational Safety and Health Agency (KOSHA).
It was the first time in the history of the World Congress
to organize a Safety and Health Summit, which brought
46 international high-ranking decision-makers from
around the world including labour ministers, representa-
tives from governments, employers, and employees, social
security institutions, and international professional orga-
nizations.  The Summit participants discussed safety and
health as a means for promoting basic human rights and
economic development.  They unanimously agreed to
raise occupational safety and health (OSH) higher up on
national and international political agendas so that OSH
policies can be well implemented as ideal media that bring
positive effects to employers, employees and ultimately
to society as a whole.  As a result, all participants reached
consensus to adopt the Seoul Declaration and were com-
mitted to implementing it.  

The World Congress on Safety and Health at
Work

The World Congress brought representatives from gov-
ernment, employers, and employees, and professionals
related to OSH together triennially since its first meeting
held in Rome, Italy in 1955.  The title of the first Congress
was the World Congress on the Prevention of
Occupational Accidents, which focused only on accident
prevention.  The topic was extended to prevention of
occupational diseases since the IV World Congress was
held in London, U.K.  in 1964.  At the XII World
Congress held in Hamburg, Germany in 1990, the title of
the Congress changed to the World Congress on Safety
and Health at Work, which allowed the Congress to
expand its comprehensive topics in OSH.  The XVIII
World Congress held in Seoul, Korea in 2008 brought the
largest number of participants ever in its history; 4,550
participants including 1,536 international delegates from
121 countries.  Topics related to occupational health occu-
pied more than a half of the entire sessions.  It also
announced and adopted the Seoul Declaration emphasiz-

ing practical implementation for OSH for the first time in
the history of World Congress.

The XVIII World Congress was organized by the mem-
bers of the International Organizing Committee (IOC),
which consisted of 15 representatives equally from ILO,
ISSA and KOSHA.  The IOC has reached consensus to
have a declaration adopted and signed by high-ranking
decision-makers to implement OSH practically.  The
Seoul Declaration Drafting Committee was launched with
12 members composed of the ILO (5), ISSA (2), KOSHA
(2) and ILO tripartite (3) under the leadership of the ILO
Executive Director Assane Diop.  The Drafting
Committee made a draft and revised it through commu-
nication with the summit participants.  The final draft was
approved before the summit held on June 28 in 2008.

The Seoul Declaration on Safety and Health
at Work

The Summit participants reiterated the global burden
and serious consequences of work-related accidents and
diseases, which the ILO estimates lead to 2.3 million
fatalities per year worldwide and an economic loss of 4
percent of global Gross Domestic Product (GDP)2).
World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that the
selected risks at work resulted in the loss of about 24 mil-
lion years of healthy life and caused 850,000 deaths
worldwide, which constitutes approximately 40% of the
ILO estimate3).

The Seoul Declaration has two concepts; a basic right
for workers to work in a safe and healthful working envi-
ronment, and a positive impact on economic and social
development by investing in OSH.  The Summit partici-
pants renewed the recognition of OSH as a basic human
right in accordance with the human right stipulated in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights by United
Nations.  Thus, the globalization must go hand in hand
with preventive measures to ensure the safety and health
of all at work.  They also recognized that investment of
OSH is not an expense of business but a profit gain
through increasing productivity by improving work abil-
ity.  

The Seoul Declaration states that OSH is a core ele-
ment of the decent work of ILO.  It is important to pro-
mote education, training, consultation and the exchange
of information and good practices in OSH.  According to
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the analysis of fatal injuries from occupational accidents
in 2007, 20% of the total fatalities were related to igno-
rance, which emphasizes the lack of workers’ education4).
Facing low awareness of workplace safety, policy mak-
ers need to be more apprehensive in setting up and imple-
menting OSH policies focusing on how to improve the
level of OSH education training and incorporate it into
policies.  

The role of government, social partners, professional
organizations and social security institutions is also
important as well as cooperation among international
organizations and institutions.  Many workplaces tasks
using toxic chemical substances have shifted from being
performed in developed countries to developing countries,
which have eventually led to the tragic results that were
already experienced in developed countries5).  Asbestos
which caused disastrous fatalities in developed countries
is still being used or even increasing in many developing
countries6).  Carbon disulfide poisoning which occurred
at viscose rayon factories in early 20 century in European
countries is continuously used around the world7).  Even
after the closure of the viscose rayon factory in 1993, it
is still a big social burden in Korea8).  International coop-
eration is an absolute necessity to prevent well-known
occupational diseases in developing countries.

New paradigms on OSH

The Seoul Declaration provides three new paradigms
on OSH.  

First, all members of the society rather than just the
government or OSH professionals are responsible for
OSH.  Until now, many OSH activities have been domi-
nated by the government or limited to the professionals.
However, the improvement of OSH would not proceed
without employers and employees recognizing the signif-
icance of OSH at workplaces.  Thus OSH activities should
be expanded to enforce OSH management system and
introduce participatory action program of ILO9). 

Second, the concept of OSH is not limited to accident
and diseases prevention but extended to workers’ health
promotion and well-being.  In the past, many OSH activ-
ities were restricted to preventing injuries and illnesses
arising from the workplaces.  However, it is now being
recognized that workers’ health condition is also an
important factor for reducing work-related diseases.

Third, the Seoul Declaration aims to create a preven-
tive culture of safety and health through implementing
preventive measures reflected in OSH policies, strategies
and programs.  The preventive safety and health culture
refers to; the right to work in a safe and healthy working
environment is respected at all levels, where government,
employers and workers actively participate in securing the

working environment through a system of defined rights,
responsibilities and duties, and where the principle of pre-
vention is accorded the highest priority.

Roles of the tripartite on OSH

The Seoul Declaration recommends government to rat-
ify the ILO Promotional Framework for Occupational
Safety and Health Convention, 2006 (No. 187) as a pri-
ority and ensure the implementation of its provisions as
a means to improve national performance on safety and
health at work in a systematic way.  Government should
enhance a national preventive safety and health culture
and enforce safety and health standards including effec-
tive labor inspection system.  

The Seoul Declaration recommends employers to set
OSH as an integral part of their activities that will even-
tually result in good business performance.  According to
Health and Safety Executive (HSE), U.K., effective safe-
ty and health management not only reduces losses but it
also increases the efficiency of the workers10).  An effec-
tive way of improving OSH is to adopt the OSH man-
agement system.  

Affirming the workers’ right to a safe and healthy
working environment, workers should follow safety and
health instructions and procedures, including on the use
of personal protective equipment.  Personal protective
equipment itself cannot fully prevent occupational acci-
dents and diseases, but it certainly protects workers’ lives
and reduces the degree of injuries and illnesses.  Active
participation in OSH training and awareness-raising activ-
ities are also very important.  

Implementation of the Seoul Declaration 

The Seoul Declaration was adopted for the first time at
the World Congress, which is a forum to share knowl-
edge and experiences in achieving safe, healthy and pro-
ductive workplaces.  It is also the first declaration to be
endorsed by global representatives of the tripartite includ-
ing the leader of international professional associations
like International Commission on Occupational Health
(ICOH).  From the Seoul Declaration with unanimous
consensus, we anticipate a dramatic improvement on
working conditions because it brought decision makers’
commitment regarding to implementation of preventive
activities for occupational accidents and diseases.  

The first implementation forum was held in Seoul
Korea in October 9,2008 and the next forum is planned
to be held in Germany in November 2009.  Progress made
on achieving safety and health at work will be reviewed
at the occasion of the XIX World Congress to be held in
Turkey in 2011.  

2

Industrial Health 2009, 47, 1–3



References

1) The Safety and Health Summit (2008) Seoul Declaration
on Safety and Health at Work. Ind Health 46, 513–8
(see also, http://www.safety2008korea.org).

2) International Labour Organization (2005) Prevention: A
global strategy. International Labour Organization,
Geneva. 

3) Fingerhut M, Driscoll T, Imel Nelson D, Concha-
Barrientos M, Punnett L, Pruss-Ustin A, Steenland K,
Leigh J, Corvalan C (2005) Contribution of occupational
risk factors to the global burden of disease. SJWEH
Suppl No 1, 58–61. 

4) Ministry of Labor (2007) Analysis of the status of indus-
trial accidents. Ministry of Labor, Republic of Korea,
Seoul (in Korean). 

5) Jeyaratnam J (1990) The transfer of hazardous indus-
tries. J Soc Occup Med 40, 123–6.

6) Lin RT, Takahashi K, Karjalainen A, Hoshuyama T,
Wilson D, Kameda T, Chan CC, Wen CP, Furuya S,
Higashi T, Chien LC, Ohtaki M (2007) Ecological asso-
ciation between asbestos-related diseases and historical
asbestos consumption: an international analysis. Lancet
369, 844-9. 

7) Blanc P (2006) From balloons to artificial silk: the his-
tory of carbon disulfide toxicity. In: Occupational
Health and Public Health, Nelson MC (Ed.), 87–97,
National Institute for Working Life, Stockholm.

8) Kang SK, Ahn YS, Kim KJ (2004) Recent advances in
occupational health research in Korea. Ind Health 42,
91–8. 

9) Kogi K (2006) Low-cost risk reduction strategy for
small workplaces: how can we spread good practices?
La Medicina del Lavoro 97, 303–11.

10) Health and Safety Executive (1997) The costs of acci-
dents at work. HS(G)96, 2nd Ed., HSE Books, Suffolk.

3

Seong-Kyu KANG, MD, PhD
Editor of INDUSTRIAL HEALTH

Director General, Occupational Safety and Health Research Institute
Korea Occupational Safety and Health Agency 


