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What is WHMIS?  
 

WHMIS, or the Workplace Hazardous Materials Information System, is a vital system that helps 

workers across Canada have a clear and consistent way of identifying and recognizing hazards 

associated with particular products. In this training, we’ll take a closer look at what WHMIS is, how 

it works, and what workers should be aware of when using products that fall under WHMIS. 

WHMIS was developed in collaboration between government organizations, industry leaders, and 

workers. The various interest groups helped to make sure the system addresses a wide range of 

concerns. WHMIS is law—it was introduced through interlocking regulations on both federal and 

provincial/territorial levels.  

Specifically, the Hazardous Products Act (HPA) and Hazardous Products Regulations (HPR) are 
the basis for WHMIS at the federal level2. The legislation provides Health Canada with the 
authority to regulate the sale and importation of hazardous products intended for use, 
handling, and/or storage in Canadian workplaces, and sets out the hazard classification and 
communication requirements.  
 
In each province or territory, WHMIS is regulated by the organization responsible for workplace 
health and safety. These organizations are also responsible for enforcing compliance, which is 
then overseen on a federal level.  
 

While some fundamental aspects of WHMIS have stayed consistent since it was first introduced, 

updates have also been made over the years to keep the system current. This version of WHIMIS 

replaces WHIMIS 2015. 

What WHMIS Doesn’t Cover  
As we discussed, WHMIS is used in Canada to identify and provide information about hazardous 

materials in the workplace. However, it doesn’t cover everything that you might encounter in your 

workday. Although these materials aren’t covered under WHMIS, there are still serious hazards 

associated with their use and they must be handled with care and in accordance with other applicable 

legislation. 

Consumer products (as defined in the Canada Consumer Product Safety Act5) are exempt from WHMIS. 

Basically, this means any materials used at home. Since the ‘W’ in WHMIS stands for ‘workplace’, you 

can reasonably assume that anything used outside the workplace isn’t regulated by WHMIS. 

For instance, a cleaning spray purchased for the workplace must be labelled in accordance with WHMIS, 

but a cleaning spray you buy for your home doesn’t have to be. The hazards are still marked, but with a 

different system. 
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Manufactured articles (as defined in the HPA6) are also exempt from WHMIS. Essentially, a 

manufactured article is anything formed into a specific shape or design during assembly that won’t 

expose a person to hazardous products in normal use. 

To illustrate what this means, we can look at laptops and their batteries. A laptop doesn’t fall under 

WHMIS, because during normal use a worker isn’t exposed to the lithium hexafluorophosphate (say that 

three times fast) contained in the rechargeable battery. 

However, WHMIS compliance would be necessary in a manufacturing plant where employees work 

directly with the same chemical since there is an exposure risk during normal working conditions. 

Other exemptions from WHMIS are: 

• Cosmetics, medical devices, prescription drugs, and food 

• Explosives, as defined in the Explosives Act (you can think of these as products designed to explode on 

purpose, not because of mishandling) 

• Hazardous waste 

• Nuclear substances 

• Pest control products 

• Tobacco or tobacco products 

• Wood or products made of wood 

While these materials don’t fall under WHMIS, many are still controlled through other acts or 

regulations. If you work with materials exempt from WHMIS, you still must be aware of the associated 

risks and be able to demonstrate hazard mitigation. 

In addition, your employer must also provide adequate training for safe handling, use, and storage of 

exempt products. 

Hazard Identification and Product Classification 
As we learned, one of the four essential elements of WHMIS is hazard identification and product 

classification. WHMIS is a vital system that helps workers across Canada have a clear and consistent way 

of identifying and recognizing hazards associated with particular products. However, our economy is 

increasingly interconnected with markets around the world. 

No matter how effective WHMIS is, if the system was specific to Canada only, it wouldn’t be equipped to 

handle imported products. Exported materials could also pose a hazard to those not familiar with 

Canadian standards. 
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To address the issue of country-specific systems in a world where trade is so common, the Globally 

Harmonized System of Classification and Labelling of Chemicals (GHS) was created to replace the 

assortment of different hazard classification and labelling systems used around the world. 

The GHS is a United Nations-managed set of international standards for classifying and communicating 

hazards. Many places, including Canada, the United States, Mexico, Brazil, South Korea, Japan, China, 

the UK, and the European Union use the GHS. 

The three key objectives of the GHS are to: 

• Increase protection of people and the environment through the adoption of an improved, globally 

recognized standard for communicating the hazards associated with chemicals 

• Facilitate trade through common labelling and other hazard communication requirements 

• Lower costs for businesses by reducing the need for retesting and reclassifying hazardous chemicals 

from (or for) different markets7 

In our global economy, it’s essential to have hazard information easily identifiable and consistent. Given 

the fact the global chemical trade is estimated at $2.3 trillion (CAD) each year8, you can imagine the 

time, effort, and money that would have to go in to updating the information with each product 

imported or exported. 

Additionally, there’s a higher risk of harm if workers don’t understand the label, which is why the GHS 

uses easily recognizable pictograms to communicate the type of hazard. 

In a moment, we’ll go over these pictograms, but first we’ll examine the two major hazard groups. 
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Hazard Groups 
Under WHMIS, there are two major hazard groups: physical hazards and health hazards. In each group, 

the risks range from mild to severe. 

Physical hazards have physical or chemical properties that make them dangerous. This includes 

materials that are flammable, or at risk of exploding, among other things. 

Health Hazards are products that cause negative health effects. The effects from coming into contact 

with these chemicals may be immediate, such as eye irritation, or develop over time (e.g., cancers). 

Materials that are health hazards can enter the body through: 

• Inhalation (e.g., breathing in fumes or dust) 

• Contact with the skin and/or eyes (e.g., a chemical splashes onto a worker’s face and arms) 

• Ingestion (e.g., someone mistakes an unlabeled container for a drink, or residue from unwashed hands 

transfers onto food) 

Depending on how a material enters the body, the health concerns and treatment vary. 

After being split into the two groups, hazards are further sorted into classes, which organize materials 

with comparable properties. 

For instance, oxidizing gases and flammable liquids are classes that fall under the group physical 

hazards. 

Each class then has categories to show the severity of the hazard. Categories are numbered 1to 3 and 

typed A to F, with 1 and A being the most hazardous, and severity decreasing from there. 

Accordingly, a material labelled a Category 1 Flammable Liquid is more hazardous than a Category 3 

Flammable Liquid. Likewise, a Category 1A chemical is more hazardous than 1B. 

If a material has multiple hazardous properties, multiple hazard categories are given. 

Pictograms 
In WHMIS and the GHS, pictograms stand for hazards. Pictograms are clear, simple images inside a red 

diamond (officially called a “square set on a point”) that show the different types of hazards associated 

with a product. Pictograms are assigned based on hazard class and category. In other words, they 

represent the hazard type and severity. 

Pictograms help make it easier for you to immediately recognize a risk when you see a label, instead of 

having to memorize categories or stopping to read lengthy information. 

Let’s look at the different pictograms and what they stand for, starting with the physical hazard classes. 
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Flame 
The flame represents the following classes of physical hazards which can ignite easily, combust 

spontaneously, or have a volatile and flammable reaction when exposed to air or water: 

• Aerosols 

• Flammable liquids, solids, and gases 

• Pyrophoric liquids and solids (please note that the class “pyrophoric gases” has been removed9 as part 

of the 2022 WHMIS updates and now falls under flammable gases) 

• Self-heating substances and mixtures 

• Substances and mixtures which, in contact with water, emit flammable gases 

• Self-reactive substances and mixtures 

• Organic peroxides 

• Chemicals under pressure (this class was added in the 2022 WHMIS update) 

The flame symbol is a common one you’re likely to see in the workplace since many different materials 

can be flammable. 

 

 

 

 

Flame over Circle 
This symbol stands for oxidizers or materials that can make their own oxygen, which means that a fire 

will continue to burn even without oxygen from the air. Although it’s similar to the flammable category, 

fires involving these materials can accelerate quickly and normal firefighting methods (e.g., using a fire 

blanket) won’t work. 

The classes include oxidizing solids, liquids, and gases. 
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 Gas Cylinder 
This symbol indicates gases under pressure. It’s also used for the new class chemicals under pressure. 

If heated, contents under pressure may explode and cause injury. 

 

Exploding Bomb 
Self-reactive substances and mixtures, as well as organic peroxides are signaled by the exploding bomb. 

Some of these hazards also carry the flame pictogram, but there’s an additional risk of injury with an 

exploding container. 

 

Corrosion 
This is the only pictogram which denotes a hazard that falls into both hazard groups on its own. 

Physically, it stands for the class corrosive to metals, which includes anything corrosive or damaging to 

metals on a chemical level. 

In the health hazard group, this pictogram represents the classes serious eye damage and skin corrosion. 

Products that cause severe chemical burns, skin irritation, and eye damage fall into this class. 

 

Skull and Crossbones 
Now, we’re in the health hazard pictograms. This pictogram is used for the category acute toxicity, 

which is the most serious of all the health hazard classes. Exposure to substances in this class (whether 

inhaled, ingested, or through skin contact) can be fatal even through short exposure to small amounts. 
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Health Hazard 
The general health hazard pictogram stands for the classes: 

• Respiratory or skin sensitization 

• Germ cell mutagenicity 

• Carcinogenicity 

• Reproductive toxicity 

• Specific target organ toxicity (both single and repeated exposure) 

• Aspiration hazard 

Health hazards cause (or are suspected of causing) serious health risks but aren’t as immediately fatal as 

the materials marked with the skull and crossbones pictogram. 

 

Exclamation Mark 
Materials with this pictogram still pose a hazard to workers’ health, but this is the least severe of all the 

health hazards. Some of the materials here are in the same class as more hazardous products but are in 

a lower category. Basically, these products may pose the same type of health hazard, but to a much less 

severe degree. 

This category demonstrates why the pictograms are so important. As an example, materials in the class 

acute toxicity could either be fatal or have mild health effects. The pictogram makes it immediately 

apparent which level of risk the material poses. 
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Biohazard 
Remember when we said that WHMIS pictograms align with the GHS? Well, this is the exception to that 

rule. The category biohazardous infectious materials is represented by the biohazard symbol inside a 

black circle. Originally, all WHMIS symbols were contained in a black circle but the 2015 updates 

changed the marker to the red diamond to align with the GHS. 

However, there is no symbol in the GHS that denotes biohazardous infectious material—the GHS 

symbols only mark health hazards. Biohazardous materials can cause infections through bacteria or 

viruses, among other things, and this symbol appears most commonly in health care settings. For 

instance, blood samples may or may not carry diseases, but health care workers still need to be aware of 

the potential risks associated with the samples. 

When WHMIS 2015 was introduced, the decision was made to continue to use this pictogram to warn 

workers of materials that pose an additional risk due to biohazardous properties. 

 

Environmental hazards 
It might be useful to think of this pictogram as the opposite of the biohazard pictogram, in the sense 

that this pictogram isn’t part of WHMIS, but it is used by the GHS. This pictogram identifies materials 

that pose a hazard to the environment and aquatic systems. Suppliers in Canada may opt to include it, 

or it may be present on imported items. Even though it’s not required, you should be aware of this 

symbol and what it represents. 

Exception 
Lastly, not all classes must be marked with a pictogram. If the material meets the requirements of a 

hazard, but the risk is very low, it may be exempt from needing a pictogram. However, these materials 

are still part of WHMIS, which means proper labelling and SDSs are required. 

We know the pictograms can be a lot of information, but they’re the backbone of WHMIS. 
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Example 
Let’s look at how pictograms that align with the GHS help keep workers safe. 

Grace runs a hair salon in Vancouver. Recently, she read online about thermal hair straightening, which 

seems to be the next big thing. Grace is curious about how this could be used in her business, so she 

imports a box of Acid Perm Lotion from Japan to try it out. 

Grace forgets to notify the staff that the product is coming in. When Maya, the receptionist, opens the 

shipment, she isn’t sure what the product is because the writing is in Japanese. She uses her phone to 

translate part of the packaging and sees one of the words on the bottle means ‘lotion’. 

However, Maya also sees the pictogram of the exclamation mark. Since she knows whatever is in the 

bottle can cause adverse health effects, she doesn’t use any on her hands and contacts Grace instead. 

The clear pictogram saved Maya from hurting her skin with an unknown substance. 

Labels 
Labels are the second of the four main WHMIS components. Clear labelling makes communicating 

information about the hazardous product and its dangers quick, easy, and consistent. 

Standardization in labelling takes out guess work and allows you to easily find the information you need 

before working with a product. 

Under WHMIS, there are two types of labels: supplier labels and workplace labels. Both serve a different 

function, which we’ll talk about in further detail. First, we’ll examine supplier labels. 

Supplier Label 
Supplier labels are the label on materials that are provided by the product’s supplier, importer, or 

manufacturer. In Canada, supplier labels are required to be in both English and French, either as a 

bilingual label or two separate labels. 

A supplier label in only English or only French would not be considered to be in compliance with WHMIS. 

The supplier label must include the following seven pieces of information10: 

1. The product identifier (i.e., the names a product can be identified by such as the generic, brand, 

chemical, and/or common name) 

2. The initial supplier identifier, which includes the name, address, and phone number of the 

manufacturer or Canadian importer 

• Distributors of imported goods may replace the initial supplier contact information with their own 

• If your workplace imports a product to be used only on-site, the international supplier’s information 

can remain on the label 
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3. Pictogram(s) (i.e., the pictures we’ve discussed which represent types of hazards associated with a 

product) 

4. A signal word (i.e., a word which alerts you to the severity of the hazard) 

 • Danger signals a high-risk 

• Warning signals a lesser risk 

• If the material does not pose a significant risk, it doesn’t need a signal word 

5. Hazard statement(s), which are short, standard sentences describing the nature and severity of the 

significant hazards posed by a product) 

• For instance, “may cause cancer”, “fatal if inhaled”, and “causes eye irritation” are hazard statements 

you may see on products 

6. Precautionary statement(s), which describe measures to minimize or prevent adverse effects from the 

product 

• They may be general, preventative, or related to response or disposal of the product 

• “Wear eye protection”, “keep container tightly closed”, and “if ingested, do NOT induce vomiting” are 

all examples of precautionary statements 

7. Any supplemental label information as required 

• For example, suppliers may be required to provide information about the percentage of certain 

ingredients or choose to add extra precautionary actions not yet included in the GHS 

A supplier label lists the most relevant information you’ll need to know before working with a product. 

Supplier labels are more detailed than pictograms alone, but don’t include as much information as the 

SDSs, which we’ll look at shortly. 

Moreover, one of the important 2022 updates to WHMIS are changes to what’s required of a supplier 

when they become aware of significant new data, or information that changes the category, 

subcategory, hazard class, or other protective measures related to a hazardous product11. 

Labels must be updated within 180 days of the supplier becoming aware of the new information, and 

any product distributed within this 180-day window12 must come with a document that outlines the 

changes to the label and the date the data became available. Previously, suppliers were only required to 

provide information on the new data, not on how it would change the label. 

So, let’s say a manufacturer first made and distributed Product UHOH in. They were aware there would 

be mild negative health effects if UHOH fumes were inhaled, and the product was labelled accordingly. 
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However, in 2029 a scientific study is published that shows some workers who inhaled UHOH fumes in 

the early 2000s later developed boneitis. The manufacturer must update the class of the hazard, hazard 

statements, and precautionary statements. 

In this scenario, the pictogram could change from the exclamation mark to the health hazard pictogram, 

and the statements “May cause boneitis” and “Wear respiratory protection” may be added, among 

other things. From the moment the supplier is aware until the new labels are in place, the manufacturer 

must provide a document with updated information. 

Workplaces that use UHOH must update their labels as well, and (while requirements vary slightly by 

province or territory) they’re generally required to make the changes as soon as they become aware of 

the new data. 

Let’s look more into the standards for workplace labels. 

Workplace Labels 
The supplier labels provide valuable information about a product, but all that info isn’t always needed. 

Workplace labels are used when smaller containers are filled from a bulk shipment, when a product is 

manufactured for use on site, or if a supplier label becomes damaged during use. 

To illustrate what this looks like, let’s say that you’re tired of the lunchroom being left messy—not that 

anyone would ever do that, right? —so you decide to fill up a spray bottle of disinfectant from a larger 

container in the supply closet. 

Having the right products where you need them is an important part of keeping a workplace clean and 

healthy, but these products still must be labelled so that the hazards are communicated. However, if a 

few small containers are kept in a secondary location, you probably don’t need to know the supplier’s 

telephone number or see the information in a language not used in your workplace. Similarly, if a 

supplier label becomes damaged, you don’t need to worry about memorizing their postal code while 

making a new workplace label to identify the product. 

Workplace labels require the following three things, at minimum: 

1. The product name as it appears on the SDS (please do not use nicknames or abbreviations) 

2. Safe handling precautions (e.g., pictograms, PPE needed, or precautionary statements) 

3. 3. A reminder that the SDS is available 

Workplace labels are regulated on a provincial/territorial level or by the Canada Labour Code. 
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What Labels Mean for You 
While it’s important to know what information is required to be on labels, the ultimate goal of all these 

requirements is to keep you and your coworkers safe. 

When using a hazardous product or working with hazardous materials, always: 

• Check the label on the product before you use it 

• Read, understand, and follow the instructions on the label 

• Follow all further education, instructions, and training your employer provided 

• Speak with your supervisor if you aren’t sure about how to use or store a product 

• Ask for a new label if the old one can’t be seen or read properly 

• Do not use a product that isn’t labelled or if the label is unreadable 

• Speak to your supervisor for help either identifying or disposing of an unlabelled product 

While it might seem wasteful, it’s important to properly dispose of a product that cannot be identified. 

Proper disposal may vary depending on the types of materials in your workplace, but often it’s required 

that the unidentified product is labelled as hazardous waste and disposed of according to the guidelines 

in your area. 

Labels are in place to identify hazardous materials and help you work safely with them, but they’re only 

a piece of the overall picture. Now we’ve looked at pictograms and labels, but what happens when you 

need more in-depth chemical information? This is when SDSs come into the picture. 

Opportunity Reports  
This form is used to report, track and complete defects or faults. These reports are tracked by the coding 

on the bottom right hand side. Do not use duplicated forms.  

Safety issues, hazard identification, process errors, vehicle defects, vehicle maintenance needed, tool 

defects or maintenance, document errors, shop problems or training deficiencies should all be reported 

on this form. It is imperative that this form is submitted as soon as possible so follow up and correction 

of an issue can be completed in a timely manner.  

If you find a product with no label or MSDS available, please fill out this form and submit it to the office. 
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Safety Data Sheets (SDS) 
When working with a hazardous material, there’s more information that workers, employers, medical 

professionals, or emergency responders may need to access than could fit (or should even be listed) on 

a label. Instead, this additional information is included on a Safety Data Sheet (SDS) where you can find 

things you might need to know, while the product label stays neat and clear. 

When WHMIS was first introduced, these were called Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS), but in the 

2015 update “materials” was dropped from the name. You may still hear references to an MSDS in other 

training or from other workers, but you don’t need to worry, they’re the same thing as an SDS. 

SDSs are technical documents that summarize information about the hazards of a product and provide 

advice about safety considerations. The supplier or manufacturer creates the SDS, and the SDS must be 

provided at the time of sale. All material that falls under WHMIS requires an SDS, even if the hazard is 

minimal. 

When a supplier receives significant new data that would require the label to be updated, they must 

also make the changes to the product’s SDS, but this timeline is stricter—they have only 90 days to do 

so. During that period, the supplier is required to provide a document that outlines the required SDS 

changes and the date which the data became available, along with the SDS previously in use. 

SDSs tell you what the hazards of the product are, how to use the product safely, what to expect if the 

recommendations aren’t followed, how to recognize symptoms of exposure, and what to do if an 

emergency occurs. 

What’s Included in an SDS? 

An SDS is organized into different sections that contain specific information as outlined in Schedule 1 of 

the HPR13. Most are required, but a few sections are optional or not applicable for every product. 

Let’s go over the different sections and what information can be found under each heading: 

Identification 
First, the product name must be present on the SDS. This includes the technical name of the product, as 

well as any other ways the product may be identified such as a product family name, a household name, 

or a product number. 

The name, full address, and phone number of the supplier (or Canadian importer) is also found in this 

section. Emergency phone numbers that can give extra information about the hazardous product may 

also be included, even if that phone number isn’t Canadian. 

The recommended use of the product and restrictions on its use are listed in this section. 

Hazard identification 
Next, the hazard classification, category, and applicable subcategory must be included. 
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Elements of the label information are also present in this section of the SDS, such as pictogram(s), the 

signal word, hazard statement(s), and precautionary statement(s). 

Here, you can also find other hazards that aren’t classified in WHMIS. 

Composition/Information on ingredients 
After the hazard identification, the composition or information on the ingredients of the hazardous 

material is listed next. 

This includes the chemical name, the common name or synonyms of the product, registry numbers, and 

chemical names of anything else added, such as a stabilizing agent. 

In a mixture, all the information for each product must be present, as well as the concentration of each 

component. 

One exception you might find to this is when the makeup of a product is considered Confidential 

Business Information. Since trade secrets can be protected, you may find a range of concentrations, or 

the product identified by a number instead of the name. Businesses must apply for the right to do this. 

For example, let’s say that Eve spent ten years developing and perfecting Eve’s Everlasting Paint. Her 

precise blend of paint will never chip, crack, or look dull. It’s important to Eve that her competitors don’t 

find out how she makes her product—if they do, all the time and money she invested in developing her 

paint would be wasted. 

However, it’s still important that the workers who manufacture Eve’s Everlasting Paint know what 

they’re working with. Because of this, Eve must file a claim with Health Canada for an exemption to list a 

code name or number instead of the name of her paint’s secret ingredient. If Health Canada agrees with 

Eve’s claim and grants an exemption, Eve still must provide the SDS and labels as required, but the true 

name of her secret ingredient won’t appear in the documentation. Instead, the secret ingredient will be 

given a number. 

First aid measures 
First-aid measures appear on the SDS according to the route of exposure, including inhalation, skin 

contact, eye contact, and ingestion. Additional information about symptoms and health effects of 

exposure (both immediate and long-term) as well as any necessary immediate medical attention or 

special treatment considerations are available in this section of the SDS. 

Fire-fighting measures 
While prevention is essential, the SDS has information about how to respond when accidents do 

happen. This section provides the information needed to fight fires that are fueled by or involve 

hazardous products. 

This section lists suitable and unsuitable extinguishing media, specific hazards that arise from the 

product, and extra equipment or precautions for fire-fighters. This information is crucial to prevent a fire 

from escalating and protect first responders. 



July 2026 Page 19 
 

Accidental release measures 
Next, the SDS describes what to do if there is a spill or accidental release of the hazardous product into 

the environment. 

Information about precautions workers must take, protective equipment needed, and emergency 

procedures related to the release response can be found in this section. Instructions on the methods 

and materials needed for containing and/or cleaning up are also found in this part of the SDS. 

Handling and storage 
Here, you can find precautions for safely handling the material, and the conditions for safe storage 

(including any products that must be kept away).  

Exposure controls/Personal protection 
Next, the methods to control exposure to the product are listed in the SDS. This includes control 

parameters, such as biological exposure limits, appropriate engineering controls, and individual 

protection measures like personal protective equipment. 

Physical and chemical properties 

Here, you can find detailed information about the properties of the material. Think back to science class! 

While a variety of data can be included, the most relevant to you is probably the product’s physical 

state, colour, and odor. Other information, such as the pH or freezing point, can help you understand 

more about the product and how it works. There are certain situations where this extra info comes in 

handy, but it might not be the most useful day-to-day. 

Stability and reactivity 
Information about the product’s chemical stability and reactivity is found here. In addition to the storage 

section, information here can help you determine the best place to store the product, as well as if 

there’s any material or conditions that the product should be kept away from. 

Toxicology information 
In the first aid section, we already looked at how the SDS must contain measures for treating exposure 

via different pathways. In this section, the information repeats much of what was already present in first 

aid measures, but it also goes into further detail about the symptoms and signs of long-term exposure. 

Numeric estimates of toxicity are included here. 

Optional information 
Until now, the different sections we discussed all must be included on the SDS. 

In addition to the required information, the supplier may choose to add other optional data. These four 

non-compulsory sections include the headings: 

• Ecological information 

• Disposal considerations 
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• Transport information, and 

• Regulatory information 

These sections may include information on things like ecotoxicity, methods for safe disposal, a product’s 

UN number, and any specific regulations that control the material. 

Although the content in these sections is optional, the headings must remain on the SDS. 

Other Information 
Last—and potentially least—we have the section that lists the date of the latest revisions to the SDS. 

This date might not be relevant to you or your work, but it can be useful to determine if the information 

you’re working with is current. 

Feeling confident you can repeat all that? We know there’s a lot of information required in a compliant 

SDS, but the good thing is that you can always reference the HPR if you’re creating one. 

As a worker, you don’t need to have all this perfectly committed to memory either. The most important 

things you should be able to recall are the types of information you can find on the SDS and where the 

SDSs are kept in your workplace. You can reference an SDS as often as you need—the data in these 

documents can inform safe work practices for everyday tasks or help save lives in emergency situations. 

On an SDS, you may see “not available” and “not applicable” listed in some sections. Not available 

means that the information could not be located or doesn’t exist. For example, in the case of a new 

material, the long-term health effects aren’t known, so “not available” would be listed in relevant 

sections of the SDS. 

If the information about the product doesn’t apply to a topic, not applicable is used. If a gas is odorless, 

“not applicable” is listed for the odor, for instance. 

While these two terms are similar, they shouldn’t be used interchangeably. 

As you can see, there’s a lot of information that must be included on the SDS for a product, some of 

which is more useful to you than others. Whoever wrote the SDS will only be a little hurt if you don’t 

read the whole document like it’s the latest novel by Brandon Sanderson or Colleen Hoover. 

However dry this data is, it’s essential the information is up-to-date, accurate, and available. SDSs aren’t 

only for workers—they may be given to doctors, fire fighters, or environmental specialists if an accident 

occurs. 

It may be helpful to think of the SDS as having four main purposes: 

• Identifying the product and supplier 

• Communicating the hazards associated with use 

• Providing the precautions to avoid accidents 
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• Listing the steps that should be taken when responding to accidents 

If you’re aware of these four key things an SDS provides, it’s easier to locate information you might need 

at work. 

For the materials that you work with, you should always: 

• Read the name of the chemical 

• Identify the hazards 

• Demonstrate safe handling and storage, including wearing the correct PPE 

• Be aware of what to do in an emergency 

Always follow the SDS and use products only for their intended purpose. Information on the SDS might 

not be accurate if the material is used otherwise. 

At Swab Master SDS and WHMIS information are found in the shop, rigs and on-line at 

www.swabmaster.com 

Employer Responsibilities 
When it comes to SDS, it’s up to your employer to ensure everything is up-to-date and readily available 

to any worker who is or may be exposed to hazardous material. Your workplace’s health and safety 

committee or representative must have the SDSs as well. 

It’s common practice to compile the SDSs for all the products used in a workplace into a binder. The 

binder must be clearly labelled and stored where all employees can easily access it. 

SDS information may also be available online if all employees have access to a working computer. 

Employers must make a hard copy of an SDS available upon request. 

Additionally, your employer must create an SDS for any hazardous material manufactured and used in 

your workplace. 

Next, we’ll look at the education and training part of WHMIS in greater detail, along with who carries 

which responsibilities. 

Workplace Education and Training 
The last of the four cornerstones of WHMIS is workplace education and training. While these sound like 

the same thing, there are distinctions between the two terms. 

Education refers to general information such as how WHMIS works and the hazards of the products. For 

example, when you learn why a product is called corrosive, or what information you can find on labels, 

that’s education. What you’re doing now is education! 

http://www.swabmaster.com/
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Training refers to the site and/or job-specific information that covers your workplace's procedures for 

storage, handling, use, disposal, emergencies, spills, and other similar situations. An orientation session 

where you learn where your worksite keeps the SDSs, where you can find chemical spill kits and eye 

wash stations, and how the storage room is organized is considered training. 

Anyone who works where hazardous materials are present needs WHMIS training in Canada. This 

includes those who work directly with these materials, and also those who may be exposed to 

hazardous materials during emergencies. Additionally, supervisors and managers who oversee the 

workers we’ve discussed also need WHMIS training. 

Employer Responsibilities 
Employers are required to develop, implement, and maintain a worker WHMIS education and training 

program. Workers who work with or may be exposed to hazardous products in the workplace must 

receive product-specific training. 

The duty of an employer is, first and foremost, to take every reasonable precaution to protect workers. 

Your employer is also responsible for providing all the hazard information related to a product, whether 

that’s from a supplier, or based on information your employer is (or should be) aware of. 

Employers are also expected to consult with your workplace’s health and safety committee or 

representative when developing, implementing, or reviewing the education and training programs. 

WHMIS requires reviews to be done annually or whenever there is a change to working conditions or 

new hazard information, whichever is sooner. This review is done in consultation with your health and 

safety committee or representative. 

Along with your initial training, your employer is responsible for providing refresher education and 

training. This is generally required: 

• As needed to protect worker health and safety 

• When conditions in the workplace change 

• When new products are introduced 

• If the products change and now have different hazards 

• If new hazard information becomes available, and 

• If there’s new information about safe use, handling, storage, or disposal of a material 

Some provinces or territories may add a requirement for employers to regularly evaluate workers' 

knowledge using written tests, practical demonstrations, or other means. Please check what’s required 

in your area. 
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Worker Responsibilities 
As a worker, it’s your responsibility to participate in education and training sessions as required by your 

employer. You must also follow the information for safe use, handling, and storage of hazardous 

products and follow all other relevant safe work practices. 

If you’ve taken WHMIS training in one workplace and then change jobs, it’s up to your new employer to 

decide if you’ll need to re-take training. General WHMIS education (such as this course) applies in all 

workplaces, but some employers choose to have workers retake general training to make sure it aligns 

with their training requirements. 

Each workplace is different, and exposure to hazardous products varies. Employers must make sure that 

you receive training that is specific to your workplace, and to the work you perform. Your employers 

may opt to refresh your generic WHMIS education at the same time as delivering site-specific training, 

and you must participate in the education and training required for your job. 

Generally, it’s recommended that WHMIS refreshers are taken at least annually. In some positions, you 

may need more frequent training. 

To know if your education and training are adequate, the Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and 

Safety recommends you ask yourself these questions every time you work with hazardous material: 

• What are the hazards of this product? 

• How do I protect myself from those hazards? 

• What do I do in case of an emergency? and 

• Where can I get further information? 

If you don’t know the answer or aren’t confident in your response, take some time to review your 

training and find out more before working with a hazardous material. 

Conclusion 
As we’ve seen, WHMIS (the workplace hazardous material information) is a comprehensive program 

that helps you and others be informed and work safely with hazardous materials. 

WHMIS has four main components: 

1. Hazard identification and product classification 

2. Clear labelling (for both supplier and workplace labels) 

3. Safety data sheets (SDS) 

4. Worker training and education 
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Each aspect of WHMIS works together to help workers, employers, and those who transport hazardous 

materials be safe and knowledgeable about the products they’re working with. Additionally, WHMIS 

gives directions about emergency response, whether that looks like first aid measures, a chemical spill 

clean-up plan, or fire-fighting considerations. 

WHMIS has been in use in Canada since 1988 and in 2015 it was updated to align with the Globally 

Harmonized System of Classification and Labelling of Chemicals (GHS). The GHS is used in many 

countries around the world and ensures that hazard identification and classification is consistent and 

universal. This helps protect workers and reduces the time and money spent reclassifying documents. 

In 2022, there were amendments to the WHMIS 2015 program. One major change is that the name of 

the system is now simply WHMIS again. Other amendments include creating, renaming, and adding 

categories to some hazard classes. 

WHMIS classifies products into different classes and categories based on the severity of the risk. 

Pictograms quickly identify what type of hazard the material poses. Clear labels from the supplier and/or 

the workplace are required, and these labels show the pictograms, risks, and other relevant statements 

on hazards and precautionary methods. 

Each product must come with a safety data sheet (SDS) that gives detailed information on almost 

anything you could want to know about the product. You can find information like specific first aid 

measures for different exposure routes, how to properly handle and store the product, details about the 

product’s chemical properties, toxicology, and the product stability, among other things. 

You might wonder about the information on the SDS—it contains many more things than most people 

would ever need or want to know. However, in case of an emergency, this information can guide the 

decisions of doctors and/or first responders. 

Lastly, WHMIS includes workplace education and training. It’s important that you’re competent at 

interpreting general information about WHMIS and able to demonstrate your workplace training. When 

background education and site-specific training are combined, they help make work safer. 

Now, you should be able to: 

• Identify the goals of WHMIS 

• Define GHS and describe its purpose 

• Match hazard types to the correct pictograms 

• Name and differentiate the two hazard groups 

• List the requirements for supplier and workplace labels 

• Explain the type of information found on safety data sheets 

• Identify your responsibilities related to workplace education and training 
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If you have any questions about WHMIS in your workplace, please speak to your employer for more 

information. 

WHMIS Checklist – BE PREPARED!  
Supplier Labels – Do You Know?  

✓ What each hazard symbol means?  

✓ The main hazards of each product that you work with?  

✓ What the label tells you about safety precautions?  

✓ What first aid instructions are included?  

Workplace Labels – If chemical products are transferred to another container for 

use, does the new label have  

✓ The product name?  

✓ Instructions for safe use?  

✓ A reference to the SDS for more information?  

Safe Use –  Do You know?  

✓ The proper procedures for handling the chemicals you work with?  

✓ The proper procedures for storing the chemical?  

✓ The proper procedures for using the chemical?  

✓ The proper way to dispose of the chemical?  

✓ That a hazardous product that arrives in your workplace without a proper label or SDS must be 

stored, and NOT used?  

SDSs – Do You Know?  

✓ Where the SDSs are located in the workplace?  

✓ How to find the safety information you need from a SDS?  

✓ Who to ask if you need more information?  

Emergency Procedures – Do you know what to do if something goes wrong?  

✓ How to sound the alarm?  

✓ How to get out safely?  

✓ Location of first aid equipment?  

✓ Emergency phone numbers?  

✓ Procedures to follow in case of a leak, spill or emissions?  

 

 


