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Improving occupational health 
and safety among micro, small 
and medium wood processing 
enterprises

Experiences from the Mekong region
Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) is a multidisciplinary field concerned with the safety, 
health and welfare of people at work. Occupational Safety refers to working without danger, 
risk, injuries, and physical and spiritual loss. Occupational Health means having good hygiene at 
the workplace without negative impact on the physical and spiritual health of the employees.¹

The goal of OHS is to foster a safe and healthy working environment. OHS also protects the 
general public affected by business operations. This is important in the context of the wood 
processing as it can cause pollution, including from dust, noise and chemicals. 

OHS is an important topic for micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) because it is an 
area where capacity is generally low, in particular among micro enterprises. Business owners 
are seldom trained on OHS, and non-compliance with the relevant laws and regulations are 
commonly observed throughout the Mekong region. Aside from this non-compliance, poor 
OHS practices can also have a negative impact on the welfare of workers, resulting in poor 
performance and low productivity. On the other hand, improving OHS drives good business 
practices, ensures continuous operations and reduces pollution. This brief introduces OHS 
in the context of the wood-processing industry, describes challenges faced by MSMEs and 
shares training recommendations based on the experience of the European Forest Institute’s 
(EFI) Forest Smallholder Project² in the Mekong region.

Sawmill in wood 
village, Viet Nam.
Photo: EFI
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What is OHS
OHS is a joint activity undertaken by employers and employees. Both are responsible  
for ensuring the implementation of OHS practices, including:

• Carrying out work environmental risk assessments

• Adopting appropriate measures to reduce hazards and risk, and prevent labour accidents, 
injuries and occupational diseases

• Gradually building a culture of safety in the workplace

OHS is commonly regulated through specific laws in the four countries targeted by EFI’s 
Forest Smallholder Project: Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam.³ The overarching 
legal reference is the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 187 on the 
Promotional Framework for Occupational Safety and Health, 2006. OHS is also part of 
the timber legality definitions negotiated as part of Voluntary Partnership Agreements 
between the European Union and timber-producing countries.⁴

OHS challenges for MSMEs in the wood industry 
Capacity among MSMEs on OHS is generally low. This is due to:  

Key OHS-related concepts 

Healthy working environment is the absence of harmful conditions that can  
cause injury and illness.

Risk assessment is a prediction process of likely level of potential danger,  
labour accidents and occupational diseases.

Safety means preventing accidents, damage or danger to employees, factory 
facilities and production materials.

Accident is an event that is unexpected or that could not have been foreseen.  
In the context of OHS, employees can suffer accidents while working in or outside  
the workplace, at the temporary resting place during work hours or when travelling  
to/from work.

• An excessive focus on completing the job order, 
which leads to OHS being treated lightly.

• The sporadic nature of MSMEs’ operations, 
which depend on the availability of raw materials, 
production orders and activities. Keeping the 
workers in regular employment is a challenge. As  
a result, OHS training is often not implemented.

• Insufficient interactions between relevant local 
government authorities and MSMEs. Relevant 
local government authorities are those in charge 
of social welfare, industry and engineering. In 
particular, local authorities in charge of engineering 
seldom interact with MSMEs, although they are 
responsible for ensuring that enterprises operate  
in proper electrical and building installations.
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As a result, accidents among MSMEs in the wood industry are common. These include 
slips, trips and falls in the working area, as well as blows from material or debris. 
Machine-related accidents also occur, such as body parts entrapment, contacts with 
cutters and blades that cause lacerations, concussions and burns.

In addition, there are exposure hazards that represent a health risk for MSME workers. 
These are mainly electric shocks, electrical burns, and exposure to chemicals (such as 
paints, solvent or wood treatment), dust, noise and fire. 

Common health problems among wood-based MSMEs resulting from hazards and 
accidents are:

• Lung infections due to sawmill dust 

• Injuries and bone fractures resulting from material handling, such as carrying heavy loads

• Hearing loss due to hazardous noise 

• Skin reaction due to chemical use and wood dust

• Skin cuts and lacerations caused by sharp woodworking tools

• Eye irritations due to wood dust and chemicals

Accidents and exposure to hazards can lead to workers’ illnesses, disabilities and inability 
to work and generate livelihood. For the business owner, they can result in decreased 
productivity, low quality and standard of service, and ultimately higher production costs.

Improving the capacity of MSMEs on OHS
OHS systems in all enterprises must be installed as mandated by government regulations. 
To this end, it is important to increase awareness of OHS and provide guidance to MSME 
owners and workers. This could be done through specific training programmes, ideally 
involving the relevant local authorities. 

In pilot projects in Lao PDR and Viet Nam, EFI integrated OHS into technical trainings on 
production management and inventory control. EFI took a coaching approach by working 
with the pilots’ MSMEs on site and providing suggestions for improving OHS.

In Lao PDR, EFI worked with household furniture makers in Attapeu Province. The capacity 
built improved compliance with the relevant requirements and increased efficiency. OHS 
improvements included: organised cabling, tools and materials; belt covers for sawing 
machines; first-aid kits; safety signs; circuit boxes; tidier workshops; and training on work 
safety for business owners and workers. All household furniture makers coached now 
have a better workshop layout and more efficient practices, such as working on tables, 
using trolleys for moving materials between workstations, and organising tools and 
portable machinery for easy access during the production process. 

In Viet Nam, the coaching process resulted in tidier and better laid out factories and the 
removal of fire hazards. The workers were also encouraged to use push sticks, a simple 
low-cost tool used to push a piece of wood into a cutting machine. EFI introduced the use 
of push sticks after witnessing workers using their bare hands, which can lead to severe 
injuries. Losing a hand or a finger was seen as ‘normal’ for carpenters in the pilot’s wood 
villages. This has changed as the result of the enhanced awareness. Many MSMEs in the 
pilot’s wood villages are now using push sticks at their workshops.
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The following recommendations are based on EFI’s experience training MSMEs in pilot 
projects in the Mekong region and are useful for conducting OHS trainings: 

• OHS should be included in the factory’s policies and regulations to ensure the commitment 
of business owners and workers. Business owners should have enough awareness and 
understanding of OHS to lead by example so that workers will follow.

• An assessment of the factory should be conducted before the training to better understand 
the conditions of the workers and the facilities. In annex are some risks and hazards commonly 
observed by EFI in micro and small timber processors across the Mekong region and practical 
suggestions for improvement that were implemented in pilot projects.

• MSMEs are commonly located next to the house of the owner, often in the backyard and mostly 
in the village housing area. Aside from protecting the MSMEs’ workers, it is also the owner’s 
responsibility to protect the neighbourhood from dust, wooden flying debris, loud noises and fire 
hazards. Awareness about this responsibility should be built into trainings. Moreover, trainers 
should suggest potential solutions, such as the installation of safety nets to prevent wood dust 
and wood debris reaching the nearby houses and limiting the operating hours for the machines 
that produce high levels of noise.

• It is critical to mention from the beginning that OHS is a continuous process. It is not a one- 
off training and action point. MSMEs must commit to it and seek support from the relevant 
authorities. As part of the training, it is important to highlight that the participation in legal 
and sustainable supply chains requires OHS compliance because it is a legal obligation for all 
businesses. 

• Aside from machine-related accidents, slips and trips are the single common cause of injury 
in a workplace. Business owners and workers should be made aware that besides workshop 
arrangement and cleaning, aspects such as insufficient lighting, roof leakages and uneven  
floors are often causes of slips and trips and must be addressed.

Training materials
Please access slides for training wood-based MSMEs on OHS at www.forestsmallholders.org. 
The training materials include drawings and photos of operations observed in the Mekong 
region. They can be used to raise awareness about OHS and suggest practical solutions 
to typical hazards and accidents in the wood industry. The materials are meant for micro 
and small operators in the Mekong region but could be used more widely in other  
geographical areas where the challenges are often similar. The training materials are  
free to use and can be downloaded from the Forest Smallholders Project website.

http://forestsmallholders.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Occupational-Health-Safety.pdf
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Annex. Commonly observed risks 
and hazards in micro and small 
wood processors 
Below are the risks and hazards commonly observed by EFI in micro and small wood 
processors across the Mekong region. Practical suggestions for improvement that were 
implemented in pilot projects are also included.

a. Electrical hazards

b. Sawblade/tools and moving parts protection

Exposed power  
switch

Exposed sawblades/
router bits

Wood covering can  
be a fast solution

Tool protection using 
wooden walls

Tool protection using 
wooden jigs

Using mechanical  
feeder

Exposed motor and  
moving parts

Body parts contact and  
electrical fire hazards can  
be avoided by enclosure

Other tools used for wood piece handling:

Push sticks

Jigs with toggle clamps, commonly used in a shaped wooden piece or component:



6 Briefing - Improving occupational health and safety among micro, small and medium wood processing enterprises

c. Working conditions

Working on floor for  
long periods of time

Trolleys available  
in the market

Using worktables and machine  
working platforms

Simple fabricated trolleys

d. Material handling: pushing, lifting and carrying

e. Tidier workshop and safety signs

Untidy workshop with  
no dust waste disposal

Tidier workshop Safety signs
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WCMS_329350/lang--en/index.htm
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About the Forest Smallholders Project
Since 2016, the European Forest Institute (EFI) has been 
supporting wood-based micro, small and medium enterprises 
(MSMEs) in four Mekong countries to operate legally and 
sustainably. Under its Forest Smallholders Project, EFI has 
been testing solutions to MSMEs’ key challenges in pilot 
projects. Lessons learnt from these pilots are documented and 
disseminated nationally, regionally and internationally. Through 
its support to MSMEs, the Project promotes gender equality and 
women’s economic empowerment in the forest sector.        
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