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	Intergovernmental Forum on Chemical Safety

Global Partnerships for Chemical Safety





Brief History & Overview
In 1992 Heads of State and Government of the UN Member States, assembled in Rio de Janeiro for the Earth Summit, adopted Agenda 21, thus establishing a framework for the systematic, cooperative action required to effect the transition to sustainable development. Environmentally sound management of chemicals is dealt with in Chapter 19 of Agenda 21. The Summit called for improved coordination and enhanced cooperation among international chemical safety activities and for the establishment of an intergovernmental mechanism for chemical risk assessment and management.

As an important step to strengthening the international cooperation in the chemicals field, governments established the Intergovernmental Forum on Chemical Safety (IFCS). Its first meeting was in April 1994 at the International Conference on Chemical Safety, convened by the Executive Heads of UNEP, ILO and WHO, at the invitation of the government of Sweden. Representatives from 114 countries together with those from UN bodies, other intergovernmental organisations and non-governmental organisations took part in the Conference.  Forum I adopted the Terms of Reference for the IFCS, establishing the IFCS as a mechanism for co-operation among governments, intergovernmental organisations and non-governmental organisations for promotion of chemical risk assessment and the environmentally sound management of chemicals. It also adopted a Resolution with detailed recommendations on priorities for action, and took steps to provide for necessary administrative and financial arrangements.

The IFCS is a non-institutional arrangement whereby representatives of governments meet, together with intergovernmental and non-governmental organisations, to consider all aspects of the assessment and management of chemicals.  The aim is to integrate and consolidate national and international efforts to promote the objectives of Chapter 19 of Agenda 21.  The IFCS was established to provide policy guidance, identify priorities, develop strategies and, where appropriate, make recommendations to governments, international organisations, intergovernmental bodies and non-governmental organisations involved in chemical risk assessment and environmentally sound management of chemicals.  In so doing, IFCS seeks to achieve improved co-ordination, with a particular emphasis on regional and sub-regional groups to deal with the issues. There is a strong emphasis on the full and open participation of all partners with the result that the IFCS operates by consensus, although only governments have the right to vote. The IFCS also has a role in promoting and supporting the IOMC (co-ordinating the efforts of inter-governmental organisations in the field of chemical safety). The IFCS has neither the mandate nor the resources to implement recommendations; rather that is a task for governments and other participants.

While the IFCS gives particular attention to Chapter 19, its remit is much more wide-ranging to include all questions related to chemical risks.  Therefore, it also addresses linkages with other areas of Agenda 21 such as hazardous waste and human health.

The second session of the IFCS (Forum II) was hosted by the Government of Canada and held 10-14 February 1997 in Ottawa. At its second meeting, the Forum took stock of its accomplishments and noted where progress has been slow or non-existent on the recommendations, charting its direction for the next three years. The outcome of its review was presented in a President’s Progress Report to a special session of the UN General Assembly convened in June 1997, five years after the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), to review progress and priorities in implementing Agenda 21. 

The third session of the IFCS (Forum III) was held 15 –20 October 2000 in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil.  Forum III conducted a full review of the IFCS deciding on its future direction and assessed the progress that has been made on Chapter 19, Agenda 21 (i.e.: expanding and accelerating international assessment of chemical risks; harmonising classification and labelling; exchanging information on toxic chemicals and chemical risks; establishing risk reduction programmes; strengthening national capabilities and capacities for management of chemicals; and 

preventing illegal international traffic in toxic and dangerous products).  Forum III revised and updated the Priorities for Action that had been adopted by the Forum in 1994.  To enable real achievement, the revised and updated Priorities for Action were by design fewer in number, more focused and measurable. The revised Priorities include the potential to:  improve chemical safety at all levels; prevent or reduce adverse health and environmental effects of chemicals throughout their life-cycle; be suitable for immediate implementation by most countries; and use existing tools for rapid implementation.  These recommendations primarily set out responsibilities for governments, including detailed and achievable targets.  Several also deal with work by international bodies related to the development of effective tools for use by governments.  These recommendations address both immediate actions and goals to be achieved in the long-term clearly delineating the goals and target dates.

Forum III adopted by acclamation the Bahia Declaration, a statement to reaffirm commitment to the Rio Declaration, and to recommit to the challenges for chemical safety set in 1992 at Rio.  IFCS participants committed to strengthen efforts and build partnerships to accomplish specific targets during the next decade.  Key goals are those specified in the Priorities for Action.  All IFCS partners – countries, international organisations, industry, labour unions, public interest groups – are called upon to actively participate in realizing these Priorities within a defined time-frame.  The Declaration recognizes the importance of providing technical and financial assistance and technology transfer to enable accomplishment of IFCS priorities.

The fourth Session of the IFCS (Forum IV) was held from 1-7 November 2003 in Bangkok, Thailand. Under the theme, “Chemical Safety in a Vulnerable World”, Forum IV took stock of progress achieved on commitments and recommendations made by Forum III, such as the IFCS Priorities for Action Beyond 2000. Forum IV considered strategies and actions to achieve the agreed targets and also charted the course for work in a number of new focus areas. Forum IV participants also discussed the further development of a strategic approach to international chemicals management (SAICM) and the outcome of these deliberations were presented to the first meeting of the Preparatory Committee for the development of a SAICM, which took place from 9-13 November 2003 in Bangkok, Thailand. 

The contribution of  IFCS to chemical safety has gained wide and continuous  recognition, having been acknowledged at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), in Johannesburg. The WSSD Plan of Implementation cites the Bahia Declaration and IFCS Priorities for Action as the basis for the development of a new international framework for the sound management of chemicals – the strategic approach to international chemicals management  (SAICM) - and includes specific items on a number of the Priorities. As requested by the UNEP Governing Council and the World Summit on Sustainable Development, the IFCS as a co-convener contributed substantively to the work to develop SAICM. The International Conference on Chemicals Management (ICCM) was held 4 to 6 February 2006 in Dubai, United Arab Emirates. ICCM adopt SAICM comprising the Dubai Declaration, Overarching Policy Strategy, a Global Plan of Action. SAICM provides a policy and action framework for international efforts to achieve the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation’s goal that, by 2020, chemicals are produced and used in ways that minimize significant adverse effects on human health and the environment.  
The fifth session of the IFCS (Forum V) was hosted by the Government of Hungary in Budapest from 25-29 September 2006 under the theme “Chemical Safety for Sustainable Development.” The Forum adopted recommendations and agreed actions on a number of priority topics relevant to the implementation of SAICM: "The Budapest Statement on Mercury, Lead and Cadmium" which recognized that the risks posed by these metals requires further action at all levels and called for a range of specific efforts; tools and approaches for applying precaution in domestic chemicals management decision-making processes identifying of a series of potential next steps to assist countries; toys and chemical safety - actions for designers, manufacturers, decision makers in supply and sales and governments and regulators to ensure that toys are safe including work to fill the information gaps and working towards developing guidance for toy safety and harmonized international standards; and a proposed list of topics for future Forum sessions all of which are important to the successful implementation of SAICM. 

In light of the adoption of SAICM in February 2006, Forum V considered the future role of IFCS as a contribution to the implementation of SAICM and in particular "the invitation by the International Conference on Chemical Management to the Forum to continue its important role in providing an open, transparent and inclusive forum for discussing issues of common interest and also new and emerging issues, and to continue to contribute through this to the implementation of the Strategic Approach and the work of other chemicals-related international organizations and institutions".  Forum V, recognizing the desirability to continue to have such a forum, adopted a resolution on the future of IFCS. The Resolution expresses appreciation for "the unique multi-faceted role that IFCS has played as a flexible, open and transparent brainstorming and bridge-building forum for Governments, intergovernmental organizations and non-governmental organizations including from the private sector which has facilitated consensus building" and establishes a working group to draft a decision on the future role and functions including options for institutional arrangements of IFCS for consideration at Forum VI. Forum VI shall if it so decides propose a draft decision for possible consideration by the next ICCM.
The sixth session of the IFCS (Forum VI)  will be hosted by the Government of Senegal and held 15-19 September 2008 in Dakar. The theme of Forum VI is “IFCS Global Partnerships for Chemical Safety – Contributing to the 2020 Goal”. Following the guidance provided by IFCS participants at Forum V, the agenda for Forum VI will provide an important contribution to the global efforts to advance the sound management of chemicals including the implementation of SAICM and the second session of the ICCM in 2009.  Plenary topics include nanotechnologies and nanomaterials: opportunities and challenges; substitution and alternatives; international transport of lead and cadmium via trade: an international concern?; and ecologically based integrated pest management and integrated vector management: key elements of pesticide risk reduction strategies. IFCS participants have committed their time and expertise to ensuring the preparation of an agenda that will contribute substantively to meeting the 2020 Goal agreed by governments and other stakeholder at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2002. In addition the future and functions of IFCS will be a substantive Forum VI agenda topic. The preparatory work for this is being undertaken by the working group established by Forum V. 

The IFCS, with its participatory and inclusive way of working, has an impressive record of building partnerships and improving coordination amongst governments and other representatives of civil society in dealing with chemical safety issues. The IFCS involves, encourages and supports relevant “stakeholders” to come forth with new ideas and proposals and provide their valuable contribution to the common effort.

Structure:

Forum III conducted a full review of the IFCS.  In view of the fact that the Forum has undergone a gradual evolution as it has adapted its procedures to improve the organisation of its work to better meet the needs of its participants, certain changes were proposed and accepted.  These included:  discontinuation of the Intersessional Group; election of five Vice-Presidents, one from each region, and an independent President; and provision for the important role of National Focal Points.
The Forum Standing Committee (FSC) under the chairmanship of the President of the Forum provides advice and assistance in managing the process of preparations for Forum meetings, monitors progress on the work of the IFCS, and serves as a mechanism for the IFCS to effectively and efficiently initiate the process for the IFCS to respond to new developments and issues as they may arise.  The FSC is comprised of 25 IFCS participants including five regional Vice Presidents and is supported by the Executive Secretary.  The FSC is not empowered to take decisions for the IFCS Officers or the Forum itself. Except for the President who, as an independent chairperson acts in accordance with the recommendations of the Forum as a whole, members of the Forum Standing Committee serve as conduits for the views of participant countries in their respective IFCS regions or respective NGO or IGO constituency.  The FSC meets on a regular basis undertaking its work primarily via teleconferences.

Ad hoc Working Groups have been established by the Forum or the FSC to undertake specific tasks.  For example, an ad hoc Working Group on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) was established to help respond to a request by the UNEP Governing Council to initiate an assessment process on POPs and to develop recommendations and information related to international action. The FSC establishes working groups to assist in the preparation of documents for sessions of the Forum and carry out other work programme tasks. The working groups are open to all IFCS participants and relevant experts.

Each government should have a single National Focal Point identified/communicated by the Minister of Foreign Affairs to act as a conduit for communication on IFCS activities and information dissemination.  The Focal Point should represent all national departments sharing responsibilities in chemical safety (health, environment, agriculture, industry, etc.) and their respective concerns providing national inputs into policy directions and recommendations of the IFCS.
From its inception, the IFCS has emphasized the important role Regional Groups have to play in organizing efforts to progress its goals and carry out its functions.  The five regional Vice Presidents (Africa, Asia-Pacific, Central & Eastern Europe, Latin American & Caribbean, Western Europe & Other Groups) have been given a lead role and responsibilities for regional and subregional efforts.

Administration and Financing:

The WHO serves as the administering agency for the IFCS and its Secretariat. IFCS expenses are covered by voluntary contributions from Member States and other IFCS participants.
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