Regional Project for Central America on Occupational Health and Safety

Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, 

Costa Rica, Panama y the Dominican Republic 

Needs Addressed

The project seeks to diminish work-related accidents and illnesses in every country participating in the program.

Objectives

 To address these needs, the project is divided into 5 parts:

a.) Formation of strategic Plans of Action for countries, called CSAP’s (Country Strategic Action Plans).  These have been adopted by the three main sectors in all the countries, and have incorporated a basic agenda regarding the components of health and safety.  This agenda is evaluated, in terms of relevance, impact, viability, and sustainability.  It is hoped that this material will form the National Policy of OHS in each country.

b.) Expansion of the concept of “Promoters” of OHS through the incorporation of the elaborate materials and methodologies of CERSSO into the institutes of Professional Formation for the countries.  To date, there are agreements with INFOP of Honduras, the Loyola Institute, INFOTEP of the Dominican Republic, INAFORP of Panama, and negotiations have proceeded with INA of Costa Rica, INSAFORP of El Salvador, el INAFORP of Panama, INATEC of Nicaragua, and INTECAP of Guatemala.  

c.) Continued support to the Regional Center for Occupational Safety and Health (CERSS), including the hiring of a country coordinator for each country.
d.) Strengthening of the Secretaries and Ministries of Labor and training of personnel, which includes equipment, development, and institutional strengthening and development of the technical capacities of management of OHS staff.   

e.) Strengthening of OHS in the Assembly, Free Zones and Confection Industry sectors.  For this sector, a tool kit has been designed to evaluate the cost benefit of the inversion in OHS, and has been put into practice in 110 firms in the region.  Moreover, the tool kit software, the guidelines to support the OHS programs and companies, and the training and participation methodology for workers have been prepared.

f.) An increase in the public conscience and elaboration of OHS materials, directed at specific populations and to the general population.

Starting date, coverage, and target group

The program started in August 2000 as a result of an official inquiry to the US Department of Labor from the Ministries of Labor Council of Central America and the Dominican Republic.

The project is being developed in 8 countries (Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Panama, and the Dominican Republic).  In each country, the program has national coverage.   

Sources of Funding

Financing for the project is guaranteed until June 2004 with funds from the US Department of Labor and contributions from each national party.

The project receives non-monetary support from private institutions, such as office space for training, equipment, and others.

The Secretaries or Ministries of Labor contribute with logistical conditions such as office space, telephone lines, fax numbers, computers, E-mail systems, conference and training rooms, office supplies, among others.

At the beginning of 2003, work started to focus on the development of a proposal aimed at transforming the project into a regional tripartite self-sustainable foundation.  During extraordinary ministerial meeting, with the participation of 5 Ministers and 3 Vice-Ministers, written support was established for this initiative, and all parties agreed to support the process through financial agencies (IDB, BCIE).  Also, it was agreed to lobby with the national directors at the IDB offices with the purpose of obtaining financial assistance for the implementation and developing process for this regional foundation.

Strength of the Program

a.) Ministries of Labor from Central America and the Dominican Republic act as official counterparts.

b.) National Tripartite OHS Commissions exist in all the countries except in Panama and the Dominican Republic, where they are being implemented.

c.) Employers' Associations, for example, the Dominican Association of the Free Trade Zones worker, El Salvadorian Association for the Textile Industry, Maquila Association of Nicaragua, etc.

d.) Workers' Unions

e.) Professional Training Institutes 

f.) Other institutions include Ministries of Health, Social Security Institutes, Ministries of Economy, Universities, and Associations of OHS.

g.) Continuous collaboration with PAHO, ILO, and SIECA.  This includes exchange of information, materials, and joint co-funded activities.  Moreover, regular communication with Universities, and academic institutions from the Americas and Europe, especially Sweden and Spain.

h.) Every year, CERSSO hosts a planning and coordination meeting with different agencies and related groups.  This reunion is called the "OHS Donor's Meeting," but now is called, "the OHS Collaborator's Meeting."

i.) CERSSO is also invited to the regular meetings of the Ministers of Labor of Central America and the Dominican Republic.

Achievements
At the regional level, the achievements can be summarized as follows:

a.) The opening of a Headquarters office in El Salvador.

b.) Design and launch of the webpage: http://www.cersso.org.

c.) Distribution system of technical information and methodological information for OHS.

d.) Design and Distribution of a newsletter published every 6 months.

e.) National Coordinators at each of the 8 participating countries.

f.) Establishment of tripartite commissions in Belize, Guatemala, and El Salvador. 

g.) Support and Reactivation of tripartite commissions in Honduras, the Dominican Republic, and Panama.

h.) Training of more than 600 work-inspectors and technicians at the Ministries in the 8 countries.

i.) Donation of equipment for environmental measurement for each country.

j.) Donation of equipment for individual protection for the work of inspectors and technicians.

k.) Creation of a strategic national plan for each country.

l.) The working relationship between collaborators and donors was strengthened.

m.) Development of a tool kit to be used for cross-benefit assessment of OHS investment for companies in the textile field.

n.) 180 companies of the free trade zone textile sector or maquilas have participated in the training of this tool kit.

o.) Development of the software for the tool kit.

p.) Development of the guidelines to encourage OHS programs in companies.

q.) Development of training materials for workers.

r.) 10,000 workers trained in OHS.

s.) Greater coverage in evaluation services for occupational risks.

Vision for the future
It is important to adapt the program to the lessons learned for future improvements.  The lessons learned can be summarized as follows:

a) The implementation of the programs in the companies must be based in the conviction of the entrepreneur that investing in OHS has a high return rate, and that money is saved when OHS accidents and illnesses are reduced.

b) It is necessary that OHS issues are viewed within a tripartite perspective as key labor issues.  This participatory arrangement among the government, workers, and employers is essential to promote social dialogue and consensus.

c) Lack of OHS national policies may represent an obstacle for the functioning of institutions and for the coordinated efforts of OHS stakeholders.  Furthermore, it may misguide international cooperation.

d) OHS National Authorities have the responsibility of leading all international cooperation projects so key management and follow up processes are part of their realm.

e) Country coordinators are fundamental for the success of each of the activities within the projects. They have to have a regular communication systems so they can learn from each other's experiences

f)  Promoters work more efficiently when located within institutions that have agreements with the objective of incorporating them into the workplace.

Country support in the form of instruments and equipment needs to be based on a technological homogeneity, and easy to maintain strategy.  Currently, a joint working plan is being developed with PAHO with the purpose of guaranteeing the success of the strategy.

Recommendations regarding its potential transference to other contexts
The program has been extended twice due to the progress that has been made.  One of the evaluations indicated that four out of the five components were functioning, however it was alerted that the part related to the promoters required serious modifications.  Then, changes started to be implemented since early 2003, and results are expected for mid 2004.

CERSSO constitutes a unique OHS regional and integrative experience in the Americas.  In the Central America region, several projects have been developed; only CERSSO, however, contemplates technical experts in each country.

The following are some of the basic conditions according to CERSSO that should exist for successful transfer of the project to other regions:

a. Establishment of regional mechanisms of cooperation and coordination -The project was formulated by the Central America Council of Ministers of Labor, a consulting and coordination institution).

b. OHS issues must be positioned as a priority in the social policy agenda.

c. Developments of a regular communications system between all OHS stakeholders.

d. Continue working towards the promotion of profits and sustainability of OHS investment, which must be accounted as one of the production costs in any economic activity.

Challenges

To ensure  financing  for at least the next three years, starting July 2004.  This is fundamental to strengthen the project and to develop the Sustainable Foundation.
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