
14    Vol. 22 Issue 1                                   IHSA.ca Magazine

Health and 
safety reps and 
committees for 
small businesses
Even if your company has just a handful 
of employees, you may need a designated 
Health and Safety Representative or Joint 
Health and Safety Committee.

Like many small businesses, Designed Roofing wasn’t 
sure if it needed a Joint Health and Safety Committee. 
It was 2015 and the business had just over 20 full-time 
employees, mostly working on three field crews. “We 
had a Health and Safety Representative on each crew, 
but didn’t have a full Joint Health and Safety Committee 
because our crews didn’t work out of the main office,” 
says Don Toshack, a long-time roofer turned Health and 
Safety Officer at the North Bay company.

Management, however, had started looking into the 
process of achieving CORTM, and when the company 
purchased its cladding division in 2016—adding a further 
10 workers—it got in touch with the Ministry of Labour, 
Training and Skills Development (MLTSD). “In terms 
of needing a Committee, the deciding factor was the 
number of employees on the payroll, not just how many 
people work every day in the office,” Toshack says.

More than a legal requirement
Sections 8 and 9 of Ontario’s Occupational Health and 
Safety Act (OHSA) make it clear that having a Health 
and Safety Representative (HSR) or Joint Health and 
Safety Committee (JHSC) is as important for small 
businesses as it is for larger ones. Companies with six to 
19 employees must have a worker-selected HSR, while 
those with 20 or more workers need to have a JHSC. 
The Act also specifies other circumstances where an 
HSR or JHSC is required, such as for businesses that 
work with designated substances, and on construction 
projects lasting more than three months. 

The requirements are similar for workplaces under 
federal jurisdiction (e.g., transportation companies with 
fleets that cross provincial or international borders), 
where an HSR is needed for companies with fewer 
than 20 employees, while companies with more than 
that number must have a Workplace Health and Safety 
Committee. 

These are legal obligations, but they also represent an 
opportunity to enhance your business practices. An 
HSR or JHSC is crucial to establishing an Occupational 
Health and Safety Management System that meets CORTM 
requirements, which may in turn help you qualify for 
rebates through the WSIB’s Health and Safety Excellence 
program. 

The obligations also fulfill a moral duty by giving workers 
the right to participate in decisions affecting their health 
and safety.

Because Designed Roofing already had a well-functioning 
Internal Responsibility System (IRS), Toshack says the 
creation of its JHSC was smooth. The Committee has 
since helped the company to be much more proactive 
when it comes to recognizing and controlling hazards. 

Hazard assessments and other duties
Toshack describes a walk-around where Designed 
Roofing’s JHSC noticed dust buildup on cement-core 
panels being cut in the company’s cladding shop. 
Given the risk posed by silica, work was stopped while 
JHSC members spoke with workers about the hazard. 
They found that while the machine that cut the panels 
was fitted with a vacuum, it wasn’t enough. “We 
recommended purchasing an additional HEPA-filtered 
vacuum. Within three days, we had the equipment and 
were controlling the hazard.”

As intermediaries between workers and management, 
HSRs and JHSC members must also be consulted about 
testing in the workplace related to health and safety 
and during the development of relevant policies and 
programs. And they’re also involved in investigations 
following a work refusal, or when a worker is critically 
injured or killed. But they’re not solely responsible for 
workplace health and safety. 

Pictured above: Don Toshack, Health and Safety Officer at Designed Roofing



15  IHSA.ca Magazine                Vol. 22 Issue 1               

“It’s always the duty of the employer and his or her 
supervisors to develop, implement, monitor, and 
enforce health and safety in the workplace,” says Ivan 
Rodriguez, Manager of Strategic Programs at IHSA. 
“And it’s up to supervisors to take care of day-to-day 
maintenance issues, before they become hazards.”

HSRs look at the bigger picture: “They act as internal 
auditors of the company’s Occupational Health and 
Safety Management System to ensure it’s working 
properly, identify gaps, and provide recommendations 
for improvement.”

Training and support
So how can you be certain that your HSRs and JHSC 
members are equipped to do these things? By investing 
in training. The OHSA requires that at least one member 
representing workers and management on the JHSC 
take the prescribed JHSC certification training provided 
by an approved organization. IHSA’s JHSC Certification–
Part One course fulfills this condition by covering 
essentials like Ontario’s health and safety legislation, 
common hazards, workplace inspections, and incident 
investigations. Members wishing to become fully 
certified then take JHSC Certification–Part Two, which 
is offered in modules specific to the construction, 
transportation, electrical utilities, and aggregates 
sectors. 

Training is recommended for solo HSRs, too. Although 
the OHSA doesn’t specify exact requirements, IHSA 
recommends HSRs complete JHSC Certification–Part 
One. 

“But training alone isn’t enough,” Rodriguez says. “When 
reps return to the workplace, the employer has to work 
with them to define everyone’s roles, duties, and powers, 
outlining what the corporate health and safety objectives 
are and how issues will be dealt with.” 

That kind of open communication is key. It helps put your 
workers on the same page, even when they’re spread 
across multiple jobsites. It tells them that health and 
safety is a priority, even when there’s pressure to meet 
tight timelines. It builds trust by affirming you, as an 
owner, know that it’s your job to address concerns and 
ensure your employees return home, unharmed, at the 
end of every workday.

Even small gestures of support can have a big impact. 
“When we first formed our Committee, the owner bought 
everyone dry-wick, long-sleeved shirts for working 
outside in the summer, and on the sleeves was printed 
‘safety first,’” Toshack recalls. “We had a barbecue to 
present the Committee and then handed out the shirts. It 
was a nice way of getting everyone engaged.”

Visit ihsa.ca/hsrep to learn more about HSRs and JHSCs

When do you need a Health and Safety Representative (HSR) or 
Joint Health and Safety Committee (JHSC)?

PROVINCIALLY REGULATED WORKPLACES
Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA), sections 8 and 9

Workplace Requirement

1-5 regularly employed workers None

6-19 regularly employed workers HSR

20+ regularly employed workers JHSC

Construction project, expected to last three months or more, with 20+ regularly employed 
workers JHSC

Designated Substances regulation applies to the workplace JHSC

A Director’s Order has been issued under section 33 of the OHSA JHSC

Regardless of the above, the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development may order any employer or 
constructor to establish a JHSC or cause workers to select one or more HSRs.

FEDERALLY REGULATED WORKPLACES
Canada Labour Code, Part II, sections 135 and 136

Workplace Requirement

1-19 regularly employed workers HSR

20+ regularly employed workers WHSC* 

 *Workplace Health and Safety Committee


