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From WHMIS to GHS 
How to Get Safety Data Sheets & Supplier Labels from Your Chemical Suppliers

What’s At Stake
For decades, the Material Safety Data Sheet (MSDS) binder 
and WHMIS supplier label have been the face of WHMIS 
compliance. You’ll still need labels and a binder once the 
new GHS rules take full effect on December 1, 2018. But on 
that date, the MSDS itself will become extinct to be replaced 
by the new GHS Safety Data Sheet (SDS); ditto for the 
WHMIS supplier label. 

The employer’s mission:  Ensure that you have a complete, 
proper and up-to-date supplier label and SDS for each 
controlled product (which will now be referred to as 
“hazardous product”) used, stored or handled in your 
workplace by December 1. (Note: Between now and the 
deadline, you can use an MSDS or SDS and an old or new 
supplier label as explained below.)

Getting the SDS & Supplier Labels You Need
Question: Where will you get the new SDS and supplier labels 
that you need to comply?

Answer: The same place you’ve gotten them in the past—
namely, your supplier, i.e., the firm that sells you the 
hazardous product (unless, of course, you’re among the 
small number of employers that actually prepare these 
materials yourself). 

WHMIS rules require suppliers to furnish an MSDS/SDS 
and supplier labels to their customers when they first ship 
the product and revise the document every three years or 
within 90 days of discovering new information about the 
hazardous product or its properties affecting safety (180 
days is the deadline for updating supplier labels). Suppliers, 
too, have to make the transition to the new GHS rules. 

Timetable: 

 � Today-Aug. 31, 2018: Suppliers can provide EITHER an 
MSDS or SDS and an old or new supplier label as long as 
it’s up to date, accurate and compliant with respective 
requirements; BUT

 � Starting Sept. 1, 2018: Suppliers must provide an SDS and 
GHS supplier label and only an SDS and GHS supplier label. 

Employers’ Duty to Seek SDS & Supplier 
Labels from Suppliers
Ideally, all your suppliers will cooperate and send you all the 
MSDS/SDS and supplier labels you need when you need 
them. But if a data sheet or label is missing, out of date, 
inaccurate or otherwise problematic, you can’t just sit back 
and wait. You have to ask the supplier to send the MSDS/
SDS and/or supplier label you need as soon as possible after 
discovering the problem. If the supplier doesn’t respond, you 
may still be able to store the product for a period (usually 3 
to 6 months), provided that you have a documented record 
showing you made reasonable efforts to get the MSDS/SDS 
and/or label from the supplier. 

5 Steps to Take
Here’s what you need to do to make an effective, timely 
transition from MSDS to SDS and from old WHMIS to new 
GHS supplier labels: 

Step 1

Inventory all the chemicals you use in your workplace and 
determine if they’re “hazardous products” under federal law. 

Instructions: Look up a law called the Hazardous Products 
Act, and scroll down to Schedule 2 on the bottom.  Look up, 
Schedule 2 of the Hazardous Products Act.  

Step 2

Ensure that each hazardous product has a proper MSDS or 
SDS and supplier label listing all the required information for 
the respective document. 

Instructions: Use the OHSI MSDS Checklist to vet MSDSs; use 
the SDS Checklist to vet SDSs;  use the OHSI Supplier Label 
Comparison Chart  to identify the differences between old 
WHMIS and new GHS labels;  use the GHS Supplier Label 
Checklist  and GHS Pictograms graphic to vet new supplier 
labels and ensure they comply.  

FEATURED ARTICLE

Step 3

Contact your supplier as soon as possible if you discover a 
problem. 

Problem What to Request from Supplier

The supplier doesn’t send MSDS/
SDS and/or supplier label with original 
shipment

Ask supplier to send the MSDS/SDS and/
or supplier label

You have an MSDS, SDS or supplier label 
but discovers it’s out of date (e.g., over 
3 years old), inaccurate or otherwise 
non-compliant

Ask supplier to send a replacement 
MSDS/SDS and/or supplier label that’s 
up to date, accurate and compliant

You have a compliant MSDS and/or 
WHMIS supplier label but Dec. 1, 2018 is 
approaching and you need an SDS and/or 
GHS supplier label

Ask supplier to replace MSDS with SDS 
and/or old WHMIS supplier label with a 
GHS supplier label

Instructions: You should make the request in writing so 
you have a written record. According to guidance, simply 
leaving an email request on the supplier’s website may not 
be enough to satisfy the “reasonable efforts” standard. The 
request must be direct and personally directed. You can 
adapt the OHSI Model SDS/Supplier Label Request form to 
create and ensure your request to suppliers lists all the key 
information, including: 

 � The date of your request; 

 �  The supplier’s name, address and contact information;

 �  How you sent the letter (e.g. fax, email, regular mail, 
certified mail);

 �  The name and title of the person to whose attention the 
request is sent;

 �  The name of the product for which you’re requesting the 
MSDS/SDS and/or supplier label;

 �  The date you received the shipment; 

 �  The reason for your request, e.g., the MSDS was missing 
or needs to be replaced by an SDS.

Step 4

If the request is via phone or verbal, you’ll need to create a 
written record documenting that it was made.  

Instructions: You can adapt the OHSI Model SDS/Supplier 
Phone Request form to create your request and ensure it lists 
all the key information. 

 � The date of the call or contact;

 � The name of the product for which you’re requesting the 
MSDS/SDS and/or supplier  label;

 �  The date you received the shipment;

 �  The name of the supplier contacted;

 �  The telephone number contacted; 

 �  The name and title of the person who made the call on 
behalf of your company;

 �  The name and title of the person your employee spoke 
with at the supplier;

 �  The reason for your request, e.g., the MSDS was missing 
or needs to be replaced by an SDS; and 

 �  The supplier’s response, e.g., whether the supplier sent 
the missing MSDS/SDS electronically, by fax or mail in 
response to your request or a revised MSDS/SDS was 
supplied with the incomplete information completed.

Have your employee print and sign their name to the 
document. 

Step 5

Take follow-up steps in case you don’t get a satisfactory 
response from your supplier. In Ontario, employers 
must advise an MOL director in writing if, after making 
reasonable efforts, they’re unable to obtain an MSDS/SDS 
and/or supplier label from their supplier (Ontario OHS Act, 
Sec. 37(4)). Providing such notification to a government 
OHS officer is also sensible advice outside Ontario even if 
WHMIS laws don’t expressly require it. 

Instructions: You can adapt the OHSI Model Notification of 
Reasonable Efforts to Obtain SDS/Supplier Label from Supplier 
form to create such a follow-up notification.
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https://www.canlii.org/en/ca/laws/stat/rsc-1985-c-h-3/latest/rsc-1985-c-h-3.html#SCHEDULE_2__104214
https://www.canlii.org/en/ca/laws/stat/rsc-1985-c-h-3/latest/rsc-1985-c-h-3.html#SCHEDULE_2__104214
https://www.canlii.org/en/ca/laws/stat/rsc-1985-c-h-3/latest/rsc-1985-c-h-3.html#SCHEDULE_2__104214
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/msds-checklist-5
https://ohsinsider.com/laws-cases-regulations/legal-announcements/whmis-2015-new-supplier-label-requirements
https://ohsinsider.com/laws-cases-regulations/legal-announcements/whmis-2015-new-supplier-label-requirements
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/whmis-supplier-label-inspection-checklist
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/whmis-supplier-label-inspection-checklist
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/whmis-supplier-label-pictograms-graphic
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/model-written-request-to-supplier-for-ghs-compliant-sds-suppier-label
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/model-documentation-of-request-to-supplier-for-ghs-compliant-sds-supplier-label
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/model-documentation-of-request-to-supplier-for-ghs-compliant-sds-supplier-label
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/model-notification-of-efforts-to-obtain-sds-supplier-label
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/model-notification-of-efforts-to-obtain-sds-supplier-label
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Cannabis Legalization by Jurisdiction
Cannabis Legalization by Jurisdiction
Federal Bill C-45: Act respecting cannabis and amend the 
Controlled Drugs and Substances Act, the Criminal Code and 
other Acts. Highlights: i. Amend Non-smokers’ Health Act 
to ban smoking and vaping in federally regulated places; 
ii. Government authority to adopt regulations on cannabis 
use in workplace; iii. Higher penalties for drug offences to 
be considered; iv. Government power to inspect and issue 
tickets for violations.  

Alberta Bill 26: i. Modifies Gaming & Liquor laws to 
provide government oversight of recreational cannabis 
cultivation and sales; and ii. Bans smoking or vaping in any 
workplaces where smoking is currently banned under the 
Tobacco and Smoking Reduction Act; Bill 29 amends Traffic 
Safety Act to include new penalties for cannabis-impaired 
driving. 

British Columbia No bill yet proposed but on Dec. 5, 
province publishes report on consultations outlining what 
proposed legislation will include: i. Minimum age of 19 
(same as alcohol and tobacco); ii. Wholesale distribution 
of recreational cannabis to be done by govt., i.e., BC Liquor 
Distribution Branch; iii. Retail will be both private and public; 
iv. No details on workplace use yet.  

Manitoba Bill 25, Cannabis Harm Prevention Act: i. 
Legal age 19; ii. Extends Non-Smokers Health Protection Act 
cigarette smoking ban in enclosed public places to cannabis 
smoking and vaping; iii. Restricts transport of cannabis in 
motor vehicles; iv. Bans consumption in motor vehicles on a 
highway; and v. Implements 24-hour roadside suspension if 
officer has reasonable grounds to believe person can’t safely 
operate vehicle due to being under influence of a drug; Bill 
11, Safe & Responsible Retailing of Cannabis Act creates hybrid 
public- and private sector recreational cannabis retail and 
distribution system. 

New Brunswick Bill 16, Cannabis Control Act: i. Sets 
legal age of 19; ii. Bans cannabis consumption in any place 
where smoking is currently banned by Smoke-Free Places Act; 
iii. Bill 19, Act to Amend Motor Vehicle Act, creates strict new 
penalties for cannabis-impaired driving; iv. Bill 17, Cannabis 
Management Corp. Act, establishes new Crown Corp. to 
oversee production, distribution and sale of recreational 
cannabis; v. Bill 20, Act to Amend New Brunswick Liquor Corp 
Act, authorizes NB Liquor to set up network of 20 strictly 
regulated retail cannabis stores; and vi. Bill 18, Cannabis 
Education & Awareness Act, establishes public fund to 
promote awareness of health and safety cannabis use. 

Newfoundland & Labrador Bill 23, Act to Amend 
Liquor Corp. Act, gives Newfoundland and Labrador Liquor 
Corporation authority to regulate retail cannabis growth, 
distribution and sales; Other policy principles: i. Legal age 
19; ii. Cannabis use limited to private residences; and iii. 
Cannabis to be sold by private retailers. 

Northwest Territories No bill yet proposed but 
policy principles revealed: i. Legal age 19; ii. Possession limit 

30 grams; iii. Ban on public smoking to protect third parties 
from second hand smoke iv. New penalties for cannabis-
impaired driving; and v. WSCC to review OHS laws and hold 
consultations with employers and labour groups on needed 
cannabis-related changes.

Nova Scotia No bill yet proposed but policy principles 
revealed: i. Legal age 19; ii. Possession limit 30 grams; 
iii. Criminal penalties for recreational cannabis use 
and possession to track federal laws; and iv. Sales and 
distributions to be done online and in existing Nova Scotia 
Liquor Corp. Stores. 

Nunavut No bill yet proposed but policy principles 
revealed: i. Legal age 19; ii. Possession limit 30 grams; iii. Ban 
on public smoking to protect third parties from second hand 
smoke iv. New penalties for cannabis-impaired driving; and 
v. WSCC to review OHS laws and hold consultations with 
employers and labour groups on needed cannabis-related 
changes.

Ontario Bill 174 Cannabis, Smoke-Free Ontario and Road 
Safety Statute Law Amendment Act, 2017: i. Legal age 19; ii. 
Possession limit 30 grams; iii. Bans smoking and vaping in 
any place where tobacco smoking is banned under Smoke-
Free Ontario Act; iv. Requires employers to take specific 
actions to enforce smoking/vaping ban; v. New penalties for 
cannabis-impaired driving; and vi. Creates new provincial 
retailer overseen by Liquor Control Board of Ontario (LCBO) 
to ensure safe distribution via stand-alone stores and online 
order service. 

Prince Edward Island No bill yet proposed but policy 
principles revealed: i. Legal age 19; ii. Possession limit 30 
grams; iii. Recreational cannabis only allowed to be used 
in private residences; iv. Strict new penalties for cannabis-
impaired driving, including stronger roadside suspension 
and new summary offence for impaired driving with a minor; 
v. Limits on transported cannabis; and vi. Recreational 
cannabis to be sold in dedicated government-owned retail 
locations and e-commerce platform.

Québec Bill 157, Act to establish the Quebec Cannabis 
Society & Amend Various Highway Traffic Safety Provisions: 
i. Legal age 18; ii. Cannabis allowed only where smoking 
allowed under current law; iii. Strict new penalties for 
cannabis-impaired driving; iv. Société Québécoise du 
Cannabis (SQC) to buy cannabis from a producer and deal 
with transportation and storage of the product; and v. Sales 
to be allowed at 15 stores around province and online. 

Saskatchewan Bill 112, Miscellaneous Vehicle and 
Driving Statutes (Cannabis Legislation) Amendment Act, 2017, 
creates new administrative penalties for cannabis-impaired 
driving, including immediate driver’s licence suspension and 
vehicle seizure upon being charged. 

Yukon No bill yet proposed but a few policy principles 
revealed: i. Legal age 19; and ii. Possession limit 30 grams.  

KNOW THE LAWS

WHMIS Supplier Label Inspection Checklist
Introduction: How to Use This Tool 
WHMIS requires employers to ensure that hazardous products used in the workplace have a proper supplier label. The 
new GHS rules keep supplier labels in place but give them a makeover with regard to format and required information. By 
December 1, 2018, all hazardous products will require one of these new labels and you should already be receiving them 
from your chemical suppliers. Use this checklist to ensure that all supplier labels comply with the GHS rules—or that the 
labels you prepare do so if you prepare supplier labels yourself. 

INSPECTION CHECKLIST: GHS SUPPLIER LABELS 

INSTRUCTIONS: Vet all shipments of hazardous products from suppliers of hazardous to ensure they include a thorough, 
proper and up to date supplier label for each hazardous product contained in the shipment. This checklist may also be 
used to inspect existing supplier labels used to ensure they are up to date and include all of the required information. 

Are all supplier labels written in English and French, either as one label or in separate labels?    ❒ YES    ❒ NO

Do all supplier labels contain all of the required information below:  

Sect. Heading Description of Required Information 

1 Product Identifier Hazardous product’s brand name, chemical name, common name, generic name or trade name

2 Initial Supplier Identifier Name, address and telephone number of either the Canadian manufacturer or Canadian importer 1

3 Pictogram(s) Hazard symbol within a red square set on one of its points

4 Signal Word Word used to alert the reader to a potential hazard and to indicate the severity of the hazard—either “Danger” for high 
risk hazards, or “Warning” for less severe hazards

5 Hazard Statement(s) Standardized phrases describing the nature of the hazard a hazardous product poses, e.g.: 

• Extremely flammable gas

• Fatal if inhaled

• Causes eye irritation

• May cause cancer

6 Precautionary Statement(s) Standardized phrases describing measures to be taken to minimize or prevent adverse effects resulting from exposure to 
or improper handling or storage of a hazardous product, e.g.: 

• Keep container tightly closed

• Protect from sunlight

•  Wear protective gloves/protective clothing/eye protection/face protection

• If exposed, get medical advice/attention

• Fight fire remotely due to explosion risk

7 Supplemental Label 
Information

May be required based on hazardous product’s classification, e.g.: 

•  Percentage of the ingredient(s) with unknown toxicity for a mixture containing ingredients with unknown toxicity 
in amounts higher than or equal to 1%

•   Supplementary information about precautionary actions

• Hazards not yet included in the GHS

• Physical state

• Route of exposure
1Rule: Initial supplier identifier generally means the name, address and telephone number of either the Canadian manufacturer or 
Canadian importer. Exception 1: If a hazardous product is being sold by a distributor, the distributor may replace the name, address 
and telephone number of the initial supplier with its own contact information. Exception 2: If an importer imports a hazardous 
product for use in its own workplace in Canada, i.e., the importer isn’t selling the hazardous product), the importer may retain the 
name, address and telephone number of the foreign supplier on the SDS instead of replacing it with its own contact information.

CHECKLIST

http://www.parl.ca/LegisInfo/BillDetails.aspx?billId=8886269
http://www.assembly.ab.ca/ISYS/LADDAR_files/docs/bills/bill/legislature_29/session_3/20170302_bill-026.pdf
https://www.assembly.ab.ca/net/index.aspx?p=bills_status&selectbill=029&legl=29&session=3
http://web2.gov.mb.ca/bills/41-2/b025e.php#Explanatory%20Note
http://web2.gov.mb.ca/bills/41-3/pdf/b011.pdf
http://web2.gov.mb.ca/bills/41-3/pdf/b011.pdf
http://www.gnb.ca/legis/bill/FILE/58/4/Bill-16-e.htm
http://www1.gnb.ca/legis/bill/editform-e.asp?ID=1363&legi=58&num=4
http://www1.gnb.ca/legis/bill/editform-e.asp?ID=1361&legi=58&num=4
http://www1.gnb.ca/legis/bill/editform-e.asp?ID=1364&legi=58&num=4
http://www1.gnb.ca/legis/bill/editform-e.asp?ID=1362&legi=58&num=4
http://www.assembly.nl.ca/business/bills/bill1723.htm
http://www.ontla.on.ca/web/bills/bills_detail.do?locale=en&Intranet=&BillID=5276
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JURISDICTION REVIEW

Get the entire Review at 
OHSInsider.com 

Online you can access the full list of 
Month In Review items at OHSInsider.com. 

If you don’t have your username and 
password yet, call an Account Team 

representative at 1.800.667.9300 today.

Carbon Tax
Mar. 30: That’s the deadline 
for commercial greenhouse 
operators to apply for carbon tax 
relief grants covering 80% of their 
2017 crop-growing expenses. 
Operators qualify if in 2017 they: 
nHad over $20K in sales 
nUsed natural gas or propane to heat 
their greenhouses or produce carbon 
dioxide 
nHad greater than 455 square metres 
in production area.

Cannabis
Jan. 11: Conspicuous by its absence 
from Yukon’s newly proposed 
cannabis legalization plan are provisions 
dealing with workplace consumption. Items 
indirectly affecting workplace matters 
include:  nConsumption only allowed in 
dwelling houses or adjoining property 
nConsumption banned in common areas 
of hotels, motels and apartment buildings 
and within individual units of certain condos 
nPossession banned in vehicles unless kept 
in a closed container that’s inaccessible to 
all people in vehicle n Ban on intoxication in a 
public place.

BC

YT

Climate 
Change
Jan. 19: Comments 
closed on the GNWT’s 
proposed climate change 
plan. The government 
will now study the public 
feedback and create a 
bill to be tabled at some 
point this spring.    

NT

Cannabis
Jan. 24: From now through Feb. 21, 
the GN will hold public meetings to 
discuss the details of its cannabis legalization 
plan. Of course, comments will also be 
accepted online and via snail mail. Like the 
other territories, Nunavut has yet to propose 
a bill and will have to put the pedal to the 
metal to establish a legalization framework by 
the July 2018 deadline. 

NU

Water Conservation
Jan. 9: Conservation officers 
concluded another year 
of monitoring without a single 
confirmed finding of invasive mussels. 
Officers performed sampling of 90 
waterbodies across the province. Only 
119 of the 2,084 watercraft inspected 
after entering Sask. from the US 
required decontamination. 

SK
 SAFE Work
   Jan 5: Safe Work 
Manitoba will spearhead 

a widespread government 
effort to create an industry-
based safety program that 
self-insured employers can use 
as a path to achieve SAFE Work 
certification and lower workers’ 
comp premiums. Because self-
employment isn’t industry-specific, 
no such industry-based program 
currently exists for the sector. 

MB

OHSMS Accreditation
Jan. 26: The MOL extended by 30 
days the deadline for public review 
of a proposed voluntary program that would 
provide accreditation to employers that 
successfully implement a government-
approved OHS Management System in their 
workplace.

ON

Recycling
Jan. 25: RECYC-QUÉBEC 
issued a request for 
proposals for public outreach and 
education projects designed to 
improve curbside recycling as part 
of a new $3 million program.

QC

Sexual Violence
Jan. 25: A new program 
will provide up to 4 
hours of free legal advice to 
sexual assault victims. The 
GNL and its partners, the Public 
Legal Information Assoc. of NL 
and Newfoundland Labrador 
Sexual Assault Crisis and 
Prevention Centre, will recruit a 
roster of lawyers to deliver the 
advice. 

NL

POL-85: Review of 
Benefits
Changes to Policy POL-85 effective Jan. 
18,2018: 
 nClarification of income documentation 
rules 
nAllow retroactive application of pre-
accident wage increases 
nUse of present day value of wage loss 
in calculating extended benefits

PE

Workplace 
Violence 
Jan.: The working group 
studying workplace violence 
prevention in Nova Scotia hospital 
emergency departments issued 
its latest progress report. The 
group was created in response 
to a notorious 2016 incident in 
which a mentally disturbed patient 
was able to walk into Soldiers 
Memorial Hospital with a loaded 
weapon.   

NS

Drugs & Alcohol

Jan. 19: As the proposed Cannabis 
Control Act (Bill 16) making it illegal to 
use cannabis in any workplace where smoking 
is currently banned under the New Brunswick 
Smoke-Free Places Act received second reading. 
The bill also bans cannabis consumption in any 
location by a person under age 19.

NB

Cannabis
Jan. 25: Health Canada loosened the physical security 
requirements for medical cannabis growing operations. 
Effective immediately, licensed producers (LPs):

nMay store cannabis in a secure area of the facility rather than a 
vault meeting storage requirements of the Physical Security for 
Controlled Substances Directive

nMust ensure the storage area is secured with physical barriers, 
intrusion detection and 24/7 visual monitoring

nMust keep records of all persons entering the storage area

 nNo longer need to have 24/7 video surveillance in cultivation 
and harvest rooms (but 24/7 surveillance still required for 
access points to such rooms).

Workers’ Compensation—
Coverage 
Jan. 19: The following changes expanding cancer 
coverage for firefighters took effect: 

nOvarian and cervical cancer added to list of 
covered cancers 
nMinimum exposure period for testicular cancer 
cut from 20 to 10 years 
nMinimum exposure period for ovarian and 
cervical cancer also 10 years. 

FED

AB

http://www.gov.yk.ca/pdf/Cannabis_Draft_Legislative_Summary_01-11.pdf
http://www.enr.gov.nt.ca/sites/enr/files/resources/final_pdf_nwt_ccsf_draft_for_public_comment_nov_29_2017.pdf
http://www.enr.gov.nt.ca/sites/enr/files/resources/final_pdf_nwt_ccsf_draft_for_public_comment_nov_29_2017.pdf
http://www.nshealth.ca/sites/nshealth.ca/files/workplace-safety-progress-report-nsha-final.pdf
http://www.gnb.ca/legis/bill/FILE/58/4/Bill-16-e.htm
http://www.gnb.ca/legis/bill/FILE/58/4/Bill-16-e.htm
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ARTICLE

Housekeeping & Hygiene
10 Things to Include in Your Workplace Housekeeping Policy
“Housekeeping“ 

The word just doesn’t work in an industrial setting. To your 
average worker, “housekeeping” summons up maids and 
parents scolding kids for leaving their socks on the floor. 
“Sanitation” and “hygiene” sound weightier but are just as 
off-putting to workers. But while finding the suitable word 
to convey may be a challenge, the concept itself is crucial. In 
addition to being a legal requirement (click here for the basic 
OHS requirements of each jurisdiction), effective housekeeping 
in the workplace is imperative to safety, productivity and 
profitability to the extent it:

Minimizes Maximizes

 � Slip, trip and fall hazards

 � Risks of struck-by injuries

 � Risks of being hit by flying 
objects or debris

 � Fire hazards

 � Worker exposure to dusts, 
vapours, fumes and other 
airborne hazards

 � Efficient use of physical work space

 � Efficient storage

 � Efficient flow of materials & personnel

 � Efficient use of tools and machinery

 � Ease of cleanup, maintenance and waste 
disposal

 � Quality of environmental conditions

Importance of the Policy 
Housekeeping isn’t just cleanliness and picking up your dirty 
socks. It’s a mind-set as well as a practical strategy that 
must be implemented on a day-to-day and even hour-to-
hour basis. It requires specificity, discipline and attention 
to detail. If you try and freelance, it’ll never work. What you 
need is a carefully written housekeeping policy. 

The 10 Things To Include In Your 
Housekeeping Policy
It’s imperative to design your housekeeping policy around 
the unique characteristics of your workplace in regard to 
physical space, operations, materials handled, equipment 
used, etc. But while the idea of a one-size-fits-all is 
laughable, there are best 
practices for designing and 
deciding what to include in 
a workplace housekeeping 
policy. To the extent it 
incorporates many of 
these best practices, the 
OHSI Model Policy is a good 
starting point for creating 
your own policy (or vetting 
the one you already have).

Like our Model, yours should include the following 10 
elements:   

1. Statement of Purpose
Start by describing why the policy was created, i.e., to 
establish clear standards and rules to ensure that the 
workplace in kept in a safe, neat, sanitary and orderly 
condition at all times [Policy, Sec. 1].  

2. Policy Statement
A strong policy statement can help you “sell” the policy 
by explaining what workers get out of good housekeeping, 
namely, the chance to do their job safely and efficiently. 
Conversely, describe the bad things that can happen to 
workers if housekeeping is poor, namely, increased risk of 
injury and illness [Policy, Sec. 2].  

3. Definition of “Housekeeping”
Keeping in mind the context and negative associations 
that the word may conjure up among workers, you need to 
specifically define what “housekeeping” is. Make it clear 
that you’re talking not just about cleanliness but a regular, 
proactive discipline dedicated to keeping work areas neat, 
orderly and free of hazards for the purposes of protecting 
everybody’s health and safety [Policy, Sec. 3].  

4. Definition of “Housekeeping”
Make it clear that the policy is designed to protect any and 
all workers who have a stake in ensuring that the workplace 
is kept safe, clean, neat, orderly and free of hazards, 
including not just your own company’s full- and part-time 
employees but also:

 �  Temporary employees placed by an outside agency who 
work at your site; 

 �  Contract labourers hired to work at your site; 

 �  Volunteers who work at your site for free; and 

 �  Workers employed by the company’s constructors, 
contractors, and subcontractors who work at your site. 

[Policy, Sec. 4] 

5. Roles & Responsibilities
List the housekeeping-related roles and responsibilities of all 
stakeholders under your policy, including at a minimum. 

 �  Company owners, officers, directors and other principles 
who would be considered “employers” under your 
jurisdiction’s OHS laws [Policy, Sec. 5.1];   

 �  The EHS officer/manager or other individual(s) in charge 
of running your OHS program [Policy, Sec. 5.2];

 �  Supervisors, foremen, lead-hands, etc. [Policy, Sec. 5.3]; 

and

 � Workers [Policy, Sec. 5.4]; 

You may also want to extend this part of your policy to 
include members of the workplace joint health and safety 
committee (JHSC) or health and safety representative and 
visitors. 

6. General Housekeeping Standards  
Now we come to the heart of the policy, the actual 
housekeeping standards you expect to be maintained in the 
workplace. Get into the nitty-gritty details including with 
regard to: (Click here for a Model Housekeeping Checklist) 

 �  Vacuuming, cleaning and removal of dirt and debris from 
floors, working surfaces, stairways, passages, platforms, 
entrances and exits; 

 �  Keeping the above areas dry, clean and free of clutter, 
obstructions and tripping hazards; 

 �  Cleaning and maintenance of eating and other work areas; 

 �  When and how often different work areas are checked and 
by whom; 

 �  Stacking, piling, shelving and storage of different materials; 

 �  Checking mats, pads, rugs, and other items on the floor  for 
hazardous ripples, curling, and other tripping hazards;

 �  Keeping  fire exits, fire alarms, pull stations, hose cabinets 
and fire extinguishers free of obstructions and readily 
accessible at all times;

 �  Fire exits remain free and clear of obstruction and are 
readily accessible at all times;

 � Indoor and outdoor lighting; 

 �  Keeping outdoor areas, entries and exits dry and free of 
snow and ice accumulations; 

 �  Spill control and cleanup procedures; 

 � Waste disposal measures; 

 �  Inspection, maintenance and servicing of tools and 
equipment; 

 �  Inspection procedures and schedules; and

 �  Implementation of repairs, equipment removals and other 
corrective actions. 

[Policy, Sec. 6] 

7. Indoor Smoking Rules 
While you can also include it as a separate policy, we 
incorporate indoor smoking rules into our housekeeping 
policy. Although the specific rules must track the actual 
legislation of your particular province and municipality, 
in most cases it will be appropriate—if not outright 
mandatory—to ban tobacco use, including cannabis smoking 
and vaping, in:  

 �  Enclosed spaces in which workers perform their 
employment duties; 

 �  Eating areas, washrooms and restrooms;

 �  Adjacent corridors, lobbies, stairwells, elevators, 
escalators or other common areas frequent by workers in 
the course of their employment; and

 �  Company vehicles and other vehicles used by workers 
in the course of their employment carrying at least one 
passenger. 

The policy should also require the posting of No Smoking 
signs and removal of ashtrays and other smoking receptacles 
in areas where smoking is banned [Policy, Sec. 7].  

8. Requirements for Contractors & Subcontractors 
Your policy should include provisions requiring contractors 
and subcontractors hired at your site to comply with your 
housekeeping requirements. How you do that depends on 
the contractor’s status under your jurisdiction’s OHS laws: 

 �  Ordinary contractors and subcontractors hired to work 
at your site and thus presumably subject to your control 
should be required to agree to follow your housekeeping 
policy and ensure their workers do likewise; 

 �  Constructors (aka prime contractors) hired to control a 
project at your work site and assume primary responsibility 
for ensuring that work complies with OHS requirements 
should be required to either: 

 •  Directly follow your housekeeping policy; or 

 • Adopt and implement their own housekeeping policy 
that complies with OHS rules and provides at least 
equivalent protection to workers as your policy does.  

[Policy, Sec. 8]

9. Training  
State that you will provide education and training to 
all of your workers affected by this policy to ensure 
they understand and are qualified to carry out their 
responsibilities under the policy [Policy, Sec. 9].

10. Monitoring  
Finally, indicate that you will evaluate your housekeeping 
practices during the monthly workplace inspection and 
in the course of regular job observations. In addition, you 
should review the policy at least once a year and on an 
immediate basis in response to significant changes in 
work circumstances or conditions and/or incidents and 
other red flags suggesting that the policy isn’t working 
and needs to be reviewed. You may have to perform such 
review in consultation with your JHSC or health and safety 
representative, depending on your jurisdiction’s OHS laws 
[Policy, Sec. 10]. 

Housekeeping 
can’t be 
freelanced 
— it takes a 
policy

https://ohsinsider.com/topics/ohs-program/around-the-provinces-housekeeping-requirements-under-the-ohs-laws
https://ohsinsider.com/topics/ohs-program/around-the-provinces-housekeeping-requirements-under-the-ohs-laws
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/housekeeping-sanitary-workplace-policy
https://ohsinsider.com/tools/model-housekeeping-checklist
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CHECKLIST YOU MAKE THE CALL

You Make The Call
Did Owner Use Due Diligence to Follow Lockout Requirements? 
When bizarre circumstances defeat good safety policies 

Situation Ryan, a tire repair shop worker, orders the driver 
of a semi-truck with a flat tire to inch his vehicle forward not 
realizing that his co-worker Max is underneath the vehicle 
jacking up the front wheels. Max survives but suffers serious 
injuries. 

How It Happened Ryan and Max are both experienced 
and well trained. And the tire shop has clearly written lockout 
policies to prevent incidents like this. But the policy is undone 
by a bizarre series of blunders, miscommunication and 
incredibly bad luck:

• The flat is in the rear but the shop attendant who issues the 
repair order reports its location as the front passenger side; 

• Ryan takes the repair order and thinks he’s doing the repair;

• Max spots the truck on the platform and decides that he’s 
going to do the repair;

• Ryan and Max don’t speak to or see each other and neither 
is aware that the other has decided to fix the flat on his own;  

• Max goes inside the shop to get a jack; while he’s  gone, 
Ryan arrives on the scene and does a walk around;

• At that point, Ryan discovers that the flat is in the rear and 
that the truck has to be repositioned on the platform for a 
rear repair; 

• In the roughly 60 seconds while this is going on, Max returns 
to the scene with the jack and slips underneath the vehicle 
without being seen;

• Ryan orders the driver to inch the truck forward without 
doing another walk around—if he had, he’d have seen Max’s 
legs sticking out the front passenger side;

• Max is wearing headphones and thus doesn’t hear the truck 
brakes release and engine start.

The OHS Charge The Crown charges the tire shop 
owner with failing to ensure Max’s health and safety “as far 
as it was reasonably practicable to do so” (under Sec. 2(1)(a)
(1) of the Alberta OHS Act). The tire shop owner raises a due 
diligence defence, claiming that it took all reasonable care in 
the circumstances.

Answer Yes, says the Alberta court. 

Explanation The fact that the lockout policy didn’t 
prevent Max from getting hurt didn’t necessarily make the 
owner guilty of failing to protect him. Due diligence doesn’t 
require employers to be perfect, only reasonable, the court 
explains. And reasonable must be judged not in hindsight 
but in terms of what was reasonably foreseeable in the 
circumstances at the time: 

What WAS Foreseeable According to the court, it 
was reasonably foreseeable that:

• Two experienced workers like Max and Ryan may 
miscommunicate and each think he was in charge of a 
repair; 

• A tire needing repair may be on the other side of the vehicle 
so as to block Max and Ryan’s view of the other; 

• There could be a mix-up over which tire needed repair; and

• A worker under a truck may not hear the engine start and 
brakes release.

What Was NOT Reasonably Foreseeable But 
the court also says that it was not reasonably foreseeable 
that:

• A truck that had been safely positioned on a platform after 
a walk around would need to be repositioned because of a 
mistake as to which tire needed fixing; and

• Max would slide under the truck without being seen less 
than a minute after Ryan’s walk around.

The owner’s lockout policies dealt with the foreseeable 
contingencies; but the unforeseeable circumstances 
ultimately rendered it ineffective in this situation.  

What the Lockout Policy Required What Actually Happened

Truck must be turned off before work 
is done

The policy was followed

Driver must take key and be directed 
to office to wait until work is done

The policy was followed

 “Out of service” tag must be placed 
on the driver’s door handle before 
work is done to ensure nobody moves 
or starts the truck accidentally

Max placed the tag on the handrail 
next to the door rather than the door 
handle 

The worker who places the tag is the 
only one allowed to remove it

Ryan saw the tag but didn’t remove it 
before ordering the driver to inch the 
truck forward 

...continued on pg 12

YOU MAKE THE CALL
Did the tire shop owner exercise due diligence?

MODEL HOUSEKEEPING CHECKLIST
 
Benefits
One of the simplest ways to protect workers from getting hurt on the job is with good housekeeping practices. For 
example, keeping floors clean and free of clutter will help reduce the likelihood of slips, trips, and falls.
How To Use This Tool
Adapt this checklist and use it to inspect your workplace and evaluate the adequacy of your housekeeping efforts.

Inspection Date: ____________________________________     Inspected By: _________________________________________

Topic Yes No Comments

Floors clean and free of water, mud, ice, grease, oil, waste and 
clutter.

Leaks and spills cleaned up promptly.

Traffic areas clear and free of obstacles such as cords, air 
hoses or boxes.

Exits and stairs clearly marked.

Garbage cans used and emptied regularly.

Unused materials disposed of or stored safely (not allowed to 
accumulate in out-of-the-way places).

Stored materials safely stacked, correctly labeled and in proper 
order.

Stairways and doorways kept clear and well-lighted.

Oily rags stowed in approved covered metal cans.

Hazardous materials

 � Kept in clearly and correctly labeled authorized containers.

 � Stored away from sources of ignition and other hazards.

Flammable materials stored away from sources of ignition.

Machines and tools kept clean, free of oil and dust and properly 
maintained.

Tools cleaned and put away right after use.

Work stations left clean at the end of each shift.

Equipment and other surfaces checked for jagged edges, rough 
surfaces, dangerous nails and hooks.

Chairs and stools correctly placed to prevent tripping 
accidents.

Chairs in good repair.

Drawers and cabinet doors kept closed to prevent both tipping 
and tripping accidents.

Smoking done only in designated areas and ashtrays used.

Lunch areas clean and lunch scraps disposed of properly.

Washrooms clean and dry.
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YOU MAKE THE CALL cont. from pg 11
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What the Lockout Policy Required What Actually Happened

Tags may not be removed until 
somebody does a 360˚ walk around 
the vehicle

Ryan did do a walk around but didn’t 
repeat the process after discovering 
the flat in the rear; meantime, Max 
stole under the truck unseen

Wheel chocks must be placed on both 
sides of a truck wheel before work 
is done

The policy was followed but Max 
didn’t see or hear the chocks being 
removed 

The driver of the truck being serviced 
must engage the air brakes or other 
brakes before restarting the vehicle

The driver did put on the air brakes but 
Max didn’t hear him because he was 
wearing headphones

Together, the unforeseeable circumstances “were so unlikely 
or bizarre” as to render the entire incident not reasonably 
foreseeable, the court reasons. Result: The owner did show 
due diligence and isn’t guilty of the charge. R v. Kal Tire, 2017 
ABPC 246 (CanLII), Sept. 28, 2017

The Moral OHS laws are what lawyers like to describe 
as “strict liability” laws. Translation: The mere fact that an 
incident or injury happens at your work site may be enough 
for the Crown to prove that you violated an OHS law. However, 

thanks to the famous Sault Ste. Marie case, you can still avoid 
liability if you can show that you exercised due diligence to 
comply with the law and prevent the violation. And that’s just 
what happened in this case.  

The 6 Takeaways 
1. You have no shot at due diligence unless you have an OHS 
program and policies;

2. Your policies need only be reasonable, not perfect; 

3.  Reasonableness is judged according to what a reasonable 
person would have foreseen knowing what the employer  knew 
in the circumstances before the incident occurred--20/20 
hindsight is not allowed;

4. Breakdowns, mistakes and even policy violations are 
generally considered foreseeable and your policies need to 
account for them; 

5.  Foreseeability does not include happenings that are bizarre 
and totally unexpected; 

6.  BUT if it’s foreseeable that an unaddressed condition is 
dangerous, the resulting injury is foreseeable even if the 
exact manner in which it occurs is not. 

https://www.canlii.org/en/ab/abpc/doc/2017/2017abpc246/2017abpc246.html

