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Address by Mr H. van Hoof, State Secretary for Social Affairs and Employment, at the opening of the WorkingonSafety.net Conference in Zeewolde on 12 September 2006
Ladies and gentlemen,

Welcome to the opening of this conference. You have come together here from all over the world to talk about safety and health at work. For three full days you will debate with one another the best way of reducing accidents and sickness at work, and you will gather knowledge, exchange ideas and information about good practices. It is an impressive programme and has a wide scope.

And rightly so! A safe and healthy workplace deserves this attention.

'An accident at work'. Sometimes one hears of an accident. And sometimes you read about accidents in the newspaper. Usually it’s a small report tucked away in a corner of the page. So it's easy not to realise just how much misery and worry lies behind such a story. After all, an accident of this kind turns the life of the victim completely upside down and may, in the worst case, even cost him his life. But others are also deeply affected: family, colleagues and the employer. The costs involved are also significant: business costs and social costs. And the position is no different with regard to occupational sickness. 

Once one realises all this, the only possible conclusion is that each accident, each occupational sickness, is one too many. I am sure that you share this view. And that you are motivated to do everything possible to prevent accidents and sickness in the workplace. To create a safe and healthy workplace.

How can we achieve this? Let me say at the outset that a safe and healthy workplace is never created by rules. Until recently we thought differently about this. But the facts are clear: over the years we drew up countless rules to improve health and safety in the workplace. Often these rules are very detailed. Nonetheless, the number of accidents in the workplace did not decrease. The same was true of sick leave and occupational disability. 
And the number of complaints rose. These complaints were from employers frustrated by their inability to obtain a clear overview because of the sheer volume of rules. They were confronted by rules that were not relevant to their business or industry, but generated a lot of unnecessary work. This cost time and money and caused irritation. In short, many employers felt that many of the health and safety rules were unknown, opaque and superfluous. Ultimately this attitude is bound to undermine support for an effective policy on health and safety at work.  
So we decided to adopt a different approach.

In the first place, we have given more responsibility to the employers and employees. This is only logical. Employers and employees are the people primarily responsible for ensuring a safe and healthy workplace. It is they after all who experience at first hand the consequences of inadequate safety measures and therefore have the greatest interest in creating good working conditions.

Other arguments also militate in favour of greater involvement of employers and employees in combating workplace accidents and occupational sicknesses. After all, no one really has a better understanding of the dangers and risks in the workplace. Nonetheless, it often transpires that even they develop a blind spot, whether it is due to habit, routine or the mistaken notion that risks are just part and parcel of the job. It is of the utmost importance to remove this blind spot by making employers and employees aware of the risks at work. The aim must be to alert them to the dangers so that they change their behaviour and take measures to remove the risks. This awareness cannot be achieved by imposing rules from above. Success can be achieved only by making employers and employees themselves responsible, by involving them in this subject in the workplace.

Please do not misunderstand me. I am not saying that rules are unimportant. That's not the case. But rules must be functional. They must be effective and aimed at the situation on the spot. Once again, employers and employees are in the best position to judge this. This is why we are giving them the scope to define these rules themselves. This produces tailor-made rules. And it prevents irritation and reduces the burden of bureaucracy.

In summary, it is about giving more responsibility, about fewer rules and about tailoring the rules to the actual situation.

And this is working!

The health and safety covenants are a good example of this. These are agreements between employers, employees at industry level and government on reducing work-related risks such as physical strain, pressure of work, exposure to hazardous substances, aggression, violence, noise and so forth. In the health and safety covenants employers and employees therefore honour their own responsibilities. They set qualitative and quantitative targets for reducing accidents, sick leave and occupational disability. The government's role is therefore to support them and create suitable conditions. But it is up to the employers and employees themselves to set specific targets for their industries, to make agreements about how these targets are to be achieved and to provide the means.
And this is producing results. Let me give you a concrete example. In the paper and board industry, the annual number of accidents leading to time off work was 30 for each 1,000 workers. This was three times higher than in industry as a whole. Many of the accidents involved malfunctioning machinery and the internal transport of very heavy rolls of paper. There was no shortage of safety facilities and procedural rules. The solution to the problem was found to lie in bringing about a change of culture in the workplace. A study was first made of how the accidents occurred. The results were then used to train workers to recognise and avoid the risks. This has proved successful: the number of accidents leading to time off work each year has fallen from 30 to 10 per 1,000 workers.  

This is just one example of the many I could give you. But rather than give you more examples I will quote you a few figures. 
69 health and safety covenants have been concluded. These cover 3.7 million employees (53% of the working population). The individual industries have invested over 200 million euro. The initial results show that sick leave has already fallen by 22% in these industries. By comparison, the decline in sick leave in industries in which no covenants were concluded has been 9%. 
More responsibility, fewer rules and more tailor-made solutions. This is also what the Strengthening Occupational Safety Programme is all about. The aim of the programme is that individual businesses or groups of businesses should themselves set about making improvements to reduce accidents at work. They adopt an approach geared to their own problems and their own culture. In other words, the ideal tailor-made approach!  A successful approach at the level of individual companies requires adequate knowledge of the causes of accidents within the business concerned. Only then can employers and employees take effective measures.
For example, many accidents involve forklift trucks. Research and analysis shows that speed is not the main cause of such accidents. In 97% of the accidents the truck is travelling at no more than 5 kilometres an hour. The main cause is usually that the driver fails to see the victim. This knowledge is helping businesses to take specific measures to reduce the number of accidents. In this case these measures are not rules on speed, but training designed to make workers aware of the risks of working with fork-lift trucks. 
Research shows that risky behaviour, unawareness of dangers and inattention are the main causes of workplace accidents. So there is much that can be achieved in these areas by making workers aware of the dangers and risks and by getting them to change their behaviour. The improvement measures are proving to have a major impact. A concrete manufacturer has reduced the number of accidents by 30% in a single year by holding workshops focusing on behaviour. And a chemical company has cut the number of accidents by 40% over two years by encouraging workers to observe one another at work and to draw one another’s attention to dangerous situations.
We have a lot of confidence in the Strengthening Occupational Safety Programme. This is why we are carrying out much research into the causes of accidents. It is also why we bore 50% of the costs of making improvements. In exchange we merely wish to hear the results. This enables us to disseminate the results online so that other businesses can benefit from them.

Sharing knowledge and exchanging information about experiences - this is precisely what you will be doing for three days. It is therefore extremely important. In this way employers and employees can work to achieve a safe and healthy workplace, supported and encouraged by government.

In many countries it is still thought that regulation is the best medicine against accidents and sickness at work. What I say is that this is not sufficient. More must be done. There must be more responsibility for employers and employees. The must be fewer rules and more tailor-made solutions. Let me assure you, it really does work! 
Thank you.
