
OSH IN AGRICULTURE IN TURKEY 
Report on Conference held at Sanliurfa, Turkey on 4-6 May 2012 

 
1. As part of the IOSH “New Accession Countries (NAC) Initiative”, three members of IOSH Rural 

Industries Group (RIG) Committee (Alan Plom, David Knowles and John McNamara) were 
recently invited to participate in a conference in Turkey on OSH in agriculture.  They were 
accompanied by Gisela Derrick, IOSH International Officer. 

 
2. The visit was organised by the OSH Directorate of the Turkish Ministry of Labour and Social 

Security after Mr Kazim Ozer, the Director General of the Directorate, attended the 2012 IOSH 
conference in Manchester.   

 
3. The Conference was held on 4-6 May, during Turkey’s 26th “OSH Week", which this year 

focussed on agriculture, Turkey’s main industry.  It was located at Sanliurfa, a city in one of the 
main agricultural regions in the south-east of the country.  

 
4. The 660-strong audience included OSH professionals, engineers and other specialists involved 

in agriculture, from universities, officials from various Ministries, other authorities and 
organisations. The opening address by Mr Ozer was followed by presentations from the ILO, 
the Deputy Minister of Labour and a number of other speakers.  They outlined the nature and 
scale of problems Turkey faces in reducing the high number of fatalities, injuries and cases of ill 
health in the country.   

 
5. According to the Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK), 25% of all employees in Turkey work in the 

agriculture sector but family-run farms predominate and together with the large number of 
temporary migrant workers, the total number working in the industry is thought to be nearer 
50% of the population, ie some 25 million people.  

 
6. For these reasons it is also difficult to obtain accurate accident statistics, but it is reported that 

in 2010 502 workers (452 men and 50 women) were killed in agriculture (ie farming, forestry 
and fishing).  380 of these were involved in farming, approx 35% of the total number of 1444 
deaths reported in all industries. However, this is unlikely to be the full toll.   

Table 1  Work accidents in Agriculture. Turkey 2010 

  Work accidents (workers) Occupational 
diseases 

Branch of 
business 

Male Female Total   

01 Plant and 
animal 
production) 

341 39 380 0  

02  Forrest 
and  burgeon 
production 

87 9 96 0 

03  Fishing and 
water products. 

24 2 26 0 

Total 452 50 502 0 

Turkish Social Security Institution Statistics  Annual 2010 

 
7. The standards of safety and working conditions in agriculture have not been addressed in a 

concerted way until now, possibly  because of the remote and unregistered, family-based 



agricultural system. However, the importance of the industry and the impact of accidents on 
production have now been recognised by the Turkish Authorities.   Farming exists not only as 
subsistence agriculture,  providing food for families directly, it also supplies food and raw 
materials to other sectors and is thus vital to support the increasing urban-based population 
and potential export markets.  

 
8. Currently Turkey faces a mammoth task in terms of regulating the agricultural industry, but it is 

also necessary to prepare Turkey for accession to the EU.   Turkish OHS legislation only applies 
to companies employing 50 or more people, but agriculture is exempt anyway! A suite of new 
OHS regulations are being introduced to cover all workplaces and employees, regardless of the 
number and title of their job, and will include public and private sectors.  Some 500 inspectors 
and other officials are being recruited and trained to enforce the new laws!   
 

9. However, as advocated by the 3 IOSH speakers, the Turkish authorities recognise that a 
‘holistic’ approach is needed if they are to have an impact.  Experience in many countries has 
shown that it is necessary to educate and change the perception and culture in farming 
communities, and provide training alongside the new legislation.   This approach was a 
continuing theme throughout the three ‘Panel’ sessions run during the 2 day Conference, as 
described below. The IOSH speakers each contributed to one of the Panels, describing the 
situation in GB and Eire and sharing examples of good practice and initiatives which have been 
successful in influencing farmers, workers and the wider farming community.   

 
Panel 1: Importance of Occupational Accidents and Occupational Safety in Agriculture 

 
10. Alan Plom, Vice-Chair (elect) of the IOSH Rural Industries Group shared the Panel with 

representatives from Ankara University and the local Harran University, a Senior Labour 
Inspector and others. Alan’s paper “A review of OHS in Agriculture in GB and Lessons Learned”, 
drew on his career in GB’s Health and Safety Executive (HSE) - as a former HM Principal 
Inspector of Agriculture and Head of Agriculture Safety Section in HSE’s Agriculture & Food 
Sector before his early ‘retirement’ last year - and his subsequent experience as a rural training 
organiser and independent consultant on h&s in agriculture.  

 
11. The benefits of the approach developed by HSE as part of its “Agriculture Revisited” initiative in 

response to the same challenges faced by Turkey were highlighted.  He described how 
agricultural h&s legislation was introduced in GB during the 1950’s, followed by the Health and 
Safety at Work etc Act (HSWA) in 1974, and then the impact of harmonisation under European 
Directives in the 90’s.  The recent change in approach towards getting ‘industry –ownership’ of 
the problem and raising awareness through the ‘Make The Promise’ campaign provides an 
effective model.  Turkey has already made some moves towards this, by developing and using 
simple messages and films together with training, as described later. 

 
Panel 2: Prevention of occupational diseases and health risks in agriculture  

 
12. RIG Committee member John McNamara (Health and Safety Officer with Teagasc, the Irish 

Agriculture and Food Development Authority) described the successful research and extension 
work carried out by himself and colleagues in Ireland.  He emphasised the key role of effective 
knowledge transfer and benefits of collaborating with universities to obtain data and provide 
suitable advice and training to farmers and rural communities.  It is important to obtain 
accurate information, but this is not usually available from official statistics. National surveys 
have been far more effective in obtaining useful data on which to build initiatives.  
 

13. John also described the Irish “National H&S Code for Agriculture” and the importance of 
keeping messages simple and using photos and stories to persuade farmers.  It is also vital to 
provide simplified risk assessments and integrated training, rather than just relying on farmers 



to comply with legislation. He also referred to other relevant international work, eg University 
of Nebraska, USA. 
 

14. This Panel was chaired by Chair Prof. Dr. Zeynep Şimşek a respiratory physician from the Harran 
University Faculty of Medicine. Other speakers were from the Occupational Diseases Hospital 
in Turkey and ISGUM (Occupational Health and Safety Institute of the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Security].  One speaker, Dr. Hınç Yilmaz (Chief Physician of the Occupational Diseases 
Hospital) raised interesting concerns about chemical contamination in soil and water causing 
cancers, reproductive and neurological defects in the rural agrarian population.  This is thought 
to be caused by excessive and uncontrolled use of agrochemicals as well as naturally occurring 
heavy metals arising from mining, which find their way into the soil and fertilisers. Dr Buhara 
Önal (the Director of İSGÜM) who visited IOSH last year on a study trip, referred to her 
interesting work visiting farming families and focussing on women.  

 
3. Personal protective equipment in agriculture 

 
15. In the final Panel, Dr David Knowles (Head of Compliance & Risk Management for the ADAS 

Group of Companies, and also a former HSE Agricultural Inspector and ex-Chair of RIG) gave the 
UK perspective on selection and use of PPE and the impact of EU Directives.  David shared the 
panel with the Assistant Director of the Turkish Labour Inspection Board and others from 
Ankara University, an OHS Specialist from  ISGGM (the Turkish OSH Directorate), and 
representatives from Germany - including the German Insurance group DGUV,  the General 
Director of Germany’s Federal Labour Union and the Director of the A+A Fair (the world’s 
largest PPE exhibition, held biennially in Dusseldorf).   

 
16. David described the practicalities of buying and selecting PPE suited to individuals and the 

challenge of ensuring that it is worn.  He also outlined how the EU Directives on supply and use 
of ppe were implemented in GB legislation, and the pivotal role of EN standards in quality 
assurance.  Compliance with these standards is vital to ensure proper  protection;  test 
purchases by Turkish Government officials has confirmed that sub-standard products are now 
flooding onto the market in Turkey, as in other countries.  

 
Current Projects 

 
17. During the Conference speakers described the work already undertaken in Turkey.  The first 

step was a 2-year project started in December 2008: “Safer Agriculture For Employees in Rural 
(Industries)' (SAFER).  It was coordinated by the University of Harran’s Faculty of Agriculture 
and aimed to reduce the number of accidents by looking first at manufacturing of safe 
agricultural machinery and then provide training in safe use.  Volunteers provided training 
using materials specially produced and developed as part of the project, and were mostly 
related to use of farm machinery.  The Project was also expected to develop social awareness 
about accidents and their outcomes and was not dissimilar to the Equipment Supply Chain 
Project developed by HSE as part of the Agriculture Revisited initiative.  Further information on 
this project is available at: http://safer-omu.net/eng/default.asp . 

 
18. There is also an upcoming project involving the Ministry of Labour and Social Security, the 

Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Animal Husbandry and the Universities at Çukurova, Harran 
and Ankara.  The main objective is to generate an OHS culture in agriculture, to train employers 
and employees to reduce existing risks and to monitor and to develop and establish good 
practices. The project inputs and expected outcomes were debated at an ‘Agriculture Congress’, 
also held in Şanlıurfa, in April 2012. 
 

19. During the Conference a number of commemorative plates were issued to the supporters of 
the 19th World Congress on Occupational Health and Safety. The winners of a national School 
Painting and Slogan Competition were also displayed. Some of their ideas were very clever and 

http://safer-omu.net/eng/default.asp


reinforce the view that the risks are the same, wherever farming is practised. [Some examples 
can be seen on the IOSH RIG website]. However, although children are widely involved in this 
very hazardous industry, they are not highlighted in the statistics. 
 
Visit 
 

20. On Sunday 6 May a small group of delegates travelled through the fertile Plain of Harran, 
crossed by miles of wide irrigation channels, and heading towards the border with Syria to visit 
a huge modern glasshouse complex, growing tomatoes. Covering 100 acres (equivalent to ~50 
football pitches) this was large by any standards.  Also huge is the scale of the challenge faced 
to change the culture regarding health and safety.  This was evident during the tour: much 
manual work involving families (including young children) was seen in the fields, horse and cart 
was a common mode of transport and standards of housing and farm buildings were low, 
particularly the temporary accommodation for the nomadic migrant work force.  
 

21. However, there is also modern equipment available and at the other end of the scale, the 
glasshouse unit visited was a “state of the art” computer-controlled set-up, well-equipped with 
‘MEWPs’ used for harvesting and powered ‘robot’ transporters to ferry boxes of harvested 
tomatoes to the packing shed.  However, some significant unsafe maintenance work at height 
was seen, even at this most modern and well-run premises.  This is perhaps a cultural issue 
given that the flat-roofed houses provide additional storage and play areas so such risks are 
more widely accepted, and demonstrates the need for education and training in basic health 
and safety awareness and good practice, across the whole farming community. 
 

22. The presentations and discussions during the Conference and the study trip highlighted the 
challenge that Turkey’s authorities face. They need to identify and focus on the most significant 
and common risks to health and safety.  As the IOSH team emphasised, they will stand more 
chance of success in reducing accidents and ill health by concentrating on those aspects they 
can actually influence.   

 
23. In one of the question sessions a delegate pointed out that there were not many farmers in the 

audience.  This reflects the difficult task ahead, as experience in other countries has proven 
that it is vital to engage with the farming community. Just as in UK and elsewhere, the need to 
change attitudes and culture amongst those involved in agriculture is paramount.  We wish the 
Turkish Authorities success and have offered to work with them to help them achieve their 
aims. 
 

Report prepared by Alan Plom, David Knowles, John McNamara and Gisela Derrick  


