
WORKPLACE CANCER is an under-
emphasized area that needs a higher
profile, according to the incoming
director of the Occupational Cancer
Research Centre (OCRC) in Toronto.

“The lack of funding, or lower
levels of funding than are needed, are
in part due to a perception that work-
place cancer isn’t important, which is
far from true — it’s really a false per-
ception,” said Paul Demers, who will
assume the role of director of the
OCRC in Septem-
ber.

The OCRC was
created last year to
raise awareness of
o c c u p a t i o n a l
cancer and build
up research. Its
goal is to bridge
the gaps in knowl-
edge of occupation-
related cancers
and translate these
findings into information and pro-
grams for employers and workers. 

“Although there are various occu-
pational cancer researchers across
Canada that belong to various institu-
tions, there’s actually no organiza-
tion itself that focuses and has a real
emphasis just on occupational
cancer,” said Demers, a professor and
director at the School of Environmen-
tal Health at the University of British

Columbia in Vancouver. “In that way,
it certainly is pretty unique, not just
in Canada but relatively unique in the
world.”

What the centre does

The OCRC is working to identify,
prevent and ultimately eliminate
exposure to cancer-causing sub-
stances in the workplace. Its mandate
is to support community action,
public education, prevention, legisla-
tion and policy development. The
organization is jointly funded by

Cancer Care
Ontario, Ontario’s
Workplace Safety
and Insurance
Board and the
Canadian Cancer
Society, Ontario
Division, and was
developed in col-
laboration with
the United Steel-
workers union.

All of the part-
ners saw the benefits of establishing
the new centre right away, he said.

“Certainly there was a recogni-
tion… occupational cancer research
was an area that needed to be
strengthened,” said Demers. “It’s
important to have strong partner-
ships with different organizations. In
the context of research, if you’re
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A MAJOR culture shift and strong
support from leadership helped
Diavik Diamond Mines win a major
safety award for 2009. The remote
mine, located 300 km north of Yel-
lowknife, has seen its safety ratings
become progressively better. Last
year, its injury frequency rates and
lost-time injury rates fell to the
lowest level since 2003.

The strong showing garnered a

Diamond
mine boasts
sparkling
safety record
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Workplace cancer
focus of research centre
Unique Ontario centre working to identify, prevent
and eliminate exposure to carcinogens at work
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“Although there are various
occupational cancer

researchers across Canada…
there’s actually no

 organization that focuses and
has a real emphasis just on

occupational cancer.”

Diavik emphasizes
leadership, culture
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THE SAFETY of young and new
workers is the focus of a four-month
occupational health and safety
enforcement blitz across Ontario
beginning in May 2010.  Is your work-
place ready?

The blitz is part of the Ontario gov-
ernment’s Safe at Work Ontario strat-
egy aimed at increasing workplace
safety, enhancing productivity, avoid-
ing the costs associated with
 workers’ compensation and reducing
the strain on the health-care system. 

Which workplaces
are likely to be targeted?

Prior to the current blitz, Ontario’s
health and safety compliance strate-
gies have tended to focus on work-
places with higher than average lost-
time injury rates and claim costs.
The criteria applied to identify work-
places targeted for inspection includ-
ed injury rates and associated costs;
compliance history; hazards inherent
to the work; and specific events or
accidents.

The new criteria for identifying
workplaces are broader, including
the traditional factors listed above,

but also whether the business is new;
the size of business and the presence
of new and/or vulnerable workers.
The result is the identification of
workplaces that may not have a
record of injury or enhanced risk.  

By targeting workplaces where
young and new workers are known to
be employed, the Ministry of Labour
has publically stated the current blitz
will focus on manufacturing, logging,
farming and services, with particular
emphasis on retail stores, whole-
salers, restaurants and vehicle sales.
In addition, the ministry has con-
firmed it has developed annual
sector-specific plans for each of the
industrial, health care, construction
and mining sectors.

‘Young’ and ‘new’ workers

“Young worker” includes an indi-
vidual between the ages of 14 to 24.
“New worker” means a worker aged
25 and older who has been on the job
for less than six months or who has
been reassigned to a new position. 

This means that any newly hired
or assigned temporary, full-time or
part-time employee, including in a
supervisory role or with experience
in the industry, may be the subject of
a blitz.

What are inspectors looking for?

Although the scope of an inspec-
tor’s work is not limited to specific
hazards and dangers, particular
attention will be paid to whether
young and new workers:
•are of minimum working age
•have received appropriate orienta-
tion and training
•are appropriately supervised
•are protected by appropriate safety
measures, including personal protec-
tive equipment, guarding of electrical
hazards, proper ergonomics and fall
prevention equipment
•are protected from violence and
harassment in the workplace.   

Inspectors have also been instruct-
ed to ensure health and safety repre-
sentatives or Joint Health and Safety
Committees are in place where
appropriate and are functioning as
required.

Don’t wait: Prepare now

The prevention of workplace
injury should be a top priority for
every employer.  Compliance with
occupational health and safety laws
is an important component of work-
place safety.  Failure to comply with
health and safety laws in Ontario can
result in a fine against a corporation
up to $500,000, and against an individ-
ual up to $25,000 and/or imprison-
ment of up to 12 months.

Every workplace should consider
how it can put itself in the best posi-
tion to respond to the current health
and safety blitz — or any safety blitz,
regardless of jurisdiction.  

The first step is to revisit and, if
necessary, amend any and all health
and safety policies and practices with
particular emphasis on those focused
at orientation, training and supervi-
sion.  If you find these policies and
practices are already up to standard,
all that may be required is refresher
training for workers and supervisors
who are affected.

Employers should also ensure poli-
cies and documentation are readily
available for inspection should they
be required to be presented as part of
an inspector’s workplace investiga-
tion.   

It is never too late to review and
enhance health and safety.  Work-
places that wait until an inspector is
at the door, or worse will have waited
too long.  

Sylvie M. D. Guilbert is a lawyer with
Sherrard Kuzz LLP, a management-side
employment and labour law firm in
Toronto.  Sylvie can be reached at (416)
603-0700 or visit www.sherrardkuzz.
com for more information.   

Ontario unleashes OHS enforcement blitz
Province targets young, new workers in summer safety campaign
|  BY SYLVIE GUILBERT | 

ACCORDING TO the Ontario govern-
ment, 27 young workers age 15 to 24
were killed and 466 critically injured
on the job between 2004 and 2009.
Workplace Safety and Insurance Board
(WSIB) statistics show that from 2004
to 2008, young workers sustained
57,871 lost-time claims with workers
age 15 to 19 accounting for 29 per cent
(16,980) and workers age 20 to 24 ac-
counting for 71 per cent (40,891).

! BY THE NUMBERS

Young workers hurt,
killed on the job 


