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Abstract: The GHS is a United Nations Recommendations issued in 2003 which aims to enhance
the protection of human health and the environment by providing an internationally compre-
hensible system for hazard communication. It is expected for countries to implement the GHS
as soon as possible with a view to having the system fully operational by 2008. Capacity build-
ing projects are ongoing in many countries in order to achieve full implementation. In Japan,
GHS-related activities that have been initiated include translation of the GHS documents, gap
analysis between the GHS and the current laws, model classification of regulated substances,
amendment of Industrial Safety and Health Law, standardization of the GHS elements, devel-
opment of manual, guidance and educational tools. These activities are briefly described in this
paper. Critical issues that impede full implementation of the GHS in the country are also dis-
cussed. Focus is given to the system for classification and labelling of hazardous chemicals lim-
ited to regulated and controlled chemicals and on the need to develop “Right to know” concepts
in chemical management. These issues may be addressed adequately as Japan works towards
the full implementation of the GHS.

Key words: GHS, Chemical, Hazard, Implementation, Japan

Introduction

The Globally Harmonized System of Classification and
Labelling of Chemicals (GHS)" is a United Nations
Recommendations issued in 2003 which aims to enhance
the protection of human health and the environment by
providing an internationally comprehensible system for
hazard communication. The GHS includes the following
elements: (a) harmonized criteria for classifying sub-
stances and mixtures according to their health, environ-
mental and physical hazards, and (b) harmonized hazard
communication elements, including requirements for
labelling and safety data sheets (SDS).

The World Summit on Sustainable Development
(WSSD) held in Johannesburg 2002 encouraged countries
to implement the GHS as soon as possible with a view
to having the system fully operational by 2008. In
response to this statement, the activities to implement the
GHS have been done all over the world. In Japan, the
government and private sectors have started a series of
the projects for the implementation of the GHS. The
author is the chief delegate of Japan to United Nation's
Sub-Committee of Experts on the GHS (UNSCEGHS).

This paper introduced an outline of projects mainly led
by the government and discussed the issues to be
addressed in order to fully implement the system in Japan.

Activities towards the Implementation of the GHS

Establishment of the inter-ministerial committee

Around the same time as UNSCEGHS was established,
an inter-ministerial committee which consisted of policy
makers, GHS experts and industrial representatives was
organized in 2001. Its original objectives and tasks were
to exchange and share information on GHS among min-
istries and to play a pivotal role in UNSCEGHS. Seven
government offices® and experts from national laborato-
ries and industries have participated in the inter-ministe-

* Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW)

Ministry of Econemy, Trade and Industry (METI)
Ministry of the Environment (MoE)
Minisiry of Internal Affairs and Communications (MIC)
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF)
Ministries of Land Infrastructure and Transport (MLIT)
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA)
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rial committee.
Among the significant actions taken by the inter-min-
isterial committee included the following:

(1) Japanese translation of the GHS documents,

(2) Information sharing among ministries with
respect to the relevant domestic laws,

(3) Classification of chemicals under each relevant
domestic law,

(4) Deliberation on the agenda items and documents
of the UN Sub-Committee meetings in order to
come up with Japan’s position on issues that are
of relevance not only to the nation but to the
global implementation of the GHS.

Japanese translation of the GHS documents

Translating the GHS draft documents into Japanese was
started at the very beginning of the national projects
(February 2002) because the Japanese version was con-
sidered as an indispensable material for the implementa-
tion of the GHS. The inter-ministerial committee acted
as an organiser for the translation of documents. The
committee, recognizing at that time that the GHS would
become an essential element in future chemical manage-
ment systems, paid particular attention to and ensured that
technical terms were harmonized in the Japanese version
of the GHS documents to resolve the inconsistencies of
terms used in the different laws governing chemical use
in Japan. The translation was a joint effort of the multi-
sectoral stakeholders that included the government agen-
cies, chemical industry representatives, experts from acad-
emia and national/public laboratories.

The work on the Japanese translation brought an unex-
pected benefit. Government officers engaged in the work
became much familiar with the concept of the GHS. In
the mean time, they identified similarities and differences
between the current Japanese law and the GHS. Through
this work, gap analysis was also accomplished.

The Japanese translation of the first GHS documents
except the Annexes was completed in March 2004. It
took two years because of the arduous task of harmoni-
sation of technical terms and some ambiguities included
in the GHS documents. In coming up with the Japanese
translation of the GHS documents, the inter-ministerial
committee exerted much effort in choosing the most rel-
evant Japanese terms and tried to be as faithful as possi-
ble to the original English text. The Japanese versions
of the 2nd revised edition of the GHS are now available
from the MHLW?! and MOE® homepages.

Gap analysis between the GHS and current Japanese laws

Differences between the GHS and current Japanese
laws were analyzed to identify gaps and issues that will
impede the full implementation of GHS in Japan.

H JONAI

Chemicals which are regulated under the current single
or overlapping Japanese laws were also identified.

The gap analysis underscored the absence of laws that
aim to transmit hazard information to users and handlers
of chemicals. Majority of the laws and regulations con-
cerned with chemicals were made primarily for risk man-
agement and have been limited to specific safety mea-
sures to the exclusion of hazard communication. A hand-
ful of these laws included the system for labelling but
only for the listed chemicals. Furthermore, the informa-
tion concerned with a hazard on the label consists of full
precautionary statements, few hazard statements and no
pictogram. Some signal words are required but different
from GHS's.

Activities in each ministry for the introduction and imple-
mentation of the GHS (Chemicals regulation law)

There are more than thirty laws or regulations con-
cerned with classification or labelling of chemicals in
Japan. The Industrial Safety and Health Law was amend-
ed to introduce the GHS in 2005 and became effective
from the 1st of December 2006. However, a label made
based on the GHS is required only for 99 substances, and
SDS for 640 substances.

In December 2005, MHLW started recommending to
industries to voluntarily comply with the GHS require-
ments for labelling of chemicals under the Poisonous and
Deleterious Substances Control Law which regulates
chemical producis containing toxic or corrosive sub-
stances. For the time being, other laws and regulations
have not aligned its provisions to the GHS and have not
signified their intent to do so.

Classification of 1,400 chemicals which are regulated
under the current laws

In Japan, the SDS is required for approximately 1,400
chemicals which are regulated under the following laws:
Industrial Safety and Health Law; Poisonous and
Deleterious Substances Control Law; and PRTR Law.
MHLW, MAFF, METI and MOE have decided 1o intro-
duce the GHS criteria for these chemicals as a joint pro-
ject, aiming to help industries making labels and issuing
SDSs. The classification work was performed by experts
from laboratories and the industries. The output of the
project was validated by members of the inter-ministeri-
al committee. In early October 2005, the inter-minister-
1al committee published the tentative classification of 11
chemicals and the finalized output was published at the
end of February 2007. The public was encouraged to give
its comments that can be conveniently submitted via the
website. The final classification results partly amended
by the comments can be seen from the website of the
National Institute of Technology and Evaluation (NITE)*.

Industrial Health 2008, 46, 443-447
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE GHS IN JAPAN

The results of the projects are not compulsory, thus,
allowing industries to use their own data and classify
chemicals on the basis of their own judgement.

Development in GHS Implementation in Japan

GHS classification manual and technical guidance

The development of a GHS classification manual and
a technical guidance was another collaborative project of
the inter-ministerial committee. These are not regulatory
but reference oriented materials. The main objective is
to facilitate the classification of the 1,400 chemicals with-
in the limited time schedule, and to eliminate any dis-
crepancies in classification among experts.

One of the unique points of the manual is that it allows
for users to refer to data sources that are reliable for the
classification of hazards, such as those peer-reviewed by
international authorities. Furthermore original scientific
papers that principally target highly technical readers are
not generally used. This feature of the manual enables
industries to have ready access to references that have
been rated for their quality and relevance.

The GHS classification manual and the technical guid-
ance in Japanese are also published via NITE's home-

page®).

SDS under the Japanese Industrial Standards (JIS)

The SDS used in Japan follows the requirements set by
ISO. Taking into account the expected future amend-
ments of the corresponding laws, the SDS format under
the JIS was revised in accordance to the GHS (JIS Z
7250) in 2005.

The JIS is a set of national standards and the respon-
sible body in its formulation is the Japanese Industrial
Standards Committee. Flexible revisions, therefore, are
possible in the event of any changes made in the GHS.
Given the difficulties concerning revisions of laws, refer-
ence to the JIS will avoid the possibility of obsolescence,

JIS on the labelling method of hazards

Under the current Japanese laws, there is neither stan-
dard pictogram nor hazard statement regarding hazards.
To address this gap, JIS developed the standard labelling
methods corresponding to GHS in 2006.

JIS on classification of chemical hazards

JIS-SDS and JIS-labelling system in accordance to the
GHS have been developed. However, the classification
system of chemicals in Japan has not been aligned with
the GHS. Furthermore, there is neither law nor regula-
tion that has incorporated a comprehensive classification
system. Drafting of JIS-classification corresponding to
the GHS is in progress.

_53..
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Software to classify mixtures

The software to classify mixtures was developed in
Japanese by METI. This is freely available to interested
parties after signing up in the METI website®,

Guidance for risk-based labelling of consumer products

METI developed the draft guidance for risk-based
labelling of consumer products in collaboration with
stakeholders coming from the consumers group, manu-
facturing sector, academia and other partners. The guid-
ance in Japanese is now available in the NITE website®,

Miscellaneous activities for the dissemination of GHS

In order to embark on a nationwide public campaign
to increase awareness on the GHS, several ministries and
organisations developed a package of information, edu-
cation and communication materials comprising of
brochures, audiovisual presentations, and government
advisories, among others.

Many training courses on chemical management are
being held in Japan. Seminars on GHS and workshops
focusing on chemical classification have also been con-
ducted. Participants in these seminars and workshops,
numbering to more than three thousand, were safety
hygienists, chemical risk managers, those in charge of
labelling of consumer products, policy makers, staff in
labour standards inspection offices and scientists.

In addition, several research and development projects,
parallel with global GHS activities, have been complet-
ed. The following are some examples;

Assessment of public awareness of the GHS:
Research to improve information communication for
the blind people:

Training needs assessment to obtain skills and
knowledge necessary to classify chemical hazards:
Development of educational materials to better
understand the classification criteria and labelling
system of the GHS (The author has developed sev-
eral materials in CD format that can be requested
free of charge).

The activities are chronologically summarized in Fig. 1.

Issues to be Resolved

Japan fully implements the laws for maritime and air
transportation following the Model Regulations of
Transport of Dangerous Good. On the other hand, there
are no laws requiring labels and SDS for all hazardous
chemicals. Existing laws and regulations in Japan con-
cerning chemical control have been developed for risk
control.

The biggest issue then in the implementation of the
GHS is that the system for classification and labelling of
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE GHS IN JAPAN

hazardous chemicals apply only to regulated and con-
trolled chemicals under certain laws. Unlike the GHS
that applies to all hazardous chemicals, the Industrial
Safety and Health Law of Japan requires labels based on
GHS requirements for 99 regulated substances only.
Article 119 of the law describes that “The person who
violates the provisions regarding labelling shall be pun-
ished with a penal servitude not exceeding six months or
with a fine not exceeding 500.000 yen.” It then becomes
difficult for the government to increase the number of
chemicals that has to be classified and labelled if the pur-
pose for such will mainly be for risk control.
Furthermore, the stiff penalties may dissuade policy mak-
ers in adding on this list. In the event that the law pre-
scribes that more chemicals follow the GHS requirements,
industries concerned may be hard-pressed to immediate-
ly comply because they do not have enough data and
human resources to complete the classification and label-
ing process. This Catch-22 situation puts the Japanese
society in a bind where the very law that seeks to protect
human health also hinders the implementation of the GHS
regarded to be even more vital in attaining protection of
human health and the environment.

This selective application of the GHS becomes con-
fusing and, at times, dangerous. For instance in the case
of mixtures, content of hazard information will need to
refer to those that correspond to the regulated chemical
leaving out potentially important information about the
chemical that is not regulated. The end result of this clas-
sification system may be deficient at the very least or as
a worse case, totally erroncous.

The concept of the “Building Block Approach” intro-
duced in the GHS was not intended to delimit the chem-
icals to be classified but was aimed at providing flexibil-
ity in the implementation of the GHS. The fundamental
essence is to accept classification of hazards done under
regulations set by different sectors as long as these are in
accordance with the GHS. In Japan, however, it can be
said that the chemicals themselves are the core of the
“Building Block Approach”.

With consideration of the above issues, Japan needs to
step up its initiatives in framing laws that will require
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classification and labelling of all chemicals and will con-
fer to users of chemicals their right-to-know about haz-
ardous substances they are exposed to.

It is deplorable that many accidents and diseases caused
by chemicals still occur yearly. The GHS has great poten-
tial as a preventative strategy in advanced chemical man-
agement like Control Banding as well as a good tool for
hazard information dissemination. The “Right-To-Know”
concept has not been developed for chemical control in
Japan partly because of the age-old rule-based control sys-
tem. Chemical control will be more complicated due to
the increasing number of chemicals and the diversity of
their use. Chemical control must be done and this respon-
sibility must shared by every user. Unless people are
informed, it is difficult for them to make the proper deci-
sions. Informing the public needs to become part of our
government and social fabric. Law maker should estab-
lish a legal framework aimed at informing workers and
consumers about chemical hazards.
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THE ASAHI SHIMBUN

Workplace accidents involving chemicals appear to be never-ending.

In January, three workers died from carbon-monoxide poisoning while laying pipes for
industrial water in an underground pit.

A month earlier, a fire at an ethylene plant in Ibaraki Prefecture killed four workers.

Each time such tragedies occur I am reminded of the absence of a national framework to
educate the public--workers and consumers both--and bring about preventive measures.
Industrial accidents are nothing new to Japan. There were scores during the period of high
economic growth that started in the 1950s, and as a result, industries banded together to
create a safe working environment.

Nowadays, however, industry officials are wont to blame accidents on the failure of previous
generations to adequately pass down the safety systems established by postwar baby
boomers.

The consensus seems to be that generic safety education is all that is lacking.

But is that really the only problem? I cannot help but think there is a more serious issue at
play, and one that is unique to Japan: the absence of a system to inform workers of the danger
of chemical substances and other hazardous materials.

Such a system has neither been legally established nor even socially accepted in Japan,
unlike many other forward-thinking countries.

For proof, one need look no further than the people who developed lung cancer and
mesothelioma after repeated exposure to asbestos. "We had no idea we were inhaling such a
dangerous substance,” is a complaint commonly heard among this group.

Another example was the ignorance of patients who contracted hepatitis C through tainted
blood products, many of whom said they had no idea there was a risk of viral infection.
Bluntly speaking, the government and industries have for too long neglected their "duty to
inform" the public about potential dangers, while workers and consumers have treated their
"right to know" with blissful indifference.

The United States and Europe have been tackling such problems regarding chemiecals for
several decades. When a product contains a dangerous substance, for example, a warning
label is attached to alert users.

In 2003, the United Nations Economic and Social Council published a recommendation in the
form of guidelines called the "Globally Harmonized System of Classification and Labeling of
Chemicals" (GHS) aimed at protecting human health and the environment. It is an initiative
to introduce a global standard to classify and label harmful substances.

I had a hand in drafting the recommendation. The work led to a re-examination of legal
frameworks in the United States and Kurope, and in a few years a comprehensive,

multinational system is expected to be launched for worldwide consumption.



But Japan has no legal framework to adopt the system as is.

Based on the 2003 U.N. recommendation, Japan's Industrial Safety and Health Law was
revised in 2006 to require that warning labels be used with 99 substances, but only when
found in products used in the workplace. The number is paltry, considering there are 60,000
kinds of chemical substances in the workplace.

The creation of a "safety culture” was proposed decades ago. Unfortunately, based on the
numerous problems concerning safety in recent years, I feel we are actually moving backward,
away from our goal.

It is important to educate workers and consumers, but it is easier said than done. Before
tackling worker and consumer education, we must create a system to alert them to the
dangers using labels or other means. If people know that what they are handling is
potentially dangerous, it is only natural to believe they will pay more attention and take
precautions.

Unless people are informed, it is difficult for them to make the proper decisions. Informing the
public needs to become part of our government and social fabric. I urge lawmakers to
establish a legal framework aimed at informing the public, from consumers to workers, about

product safety.

*® kW

The author is a professor at the Graduate School of Science and Technology, Nihon
University.(IHT/Asahi: May 5,2008)
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