


The World Health Organization was established in 1948 as a specialized agency of the United Nations serving as the directing 
and coordinating authority for international health matters and public health. One of WHO's constitutional functions is to provide 
objective and reliable information and advice in the field of human health, a responsibility that it fulfils in part through its extensive 
programme of publications. 

The Organization seeks through its publications to support national health strategies and address the most pressing public health 
concerns of populations around the world. To respond to the needs of Member States at all levels of development, WHO publishes 
practical manuals, handbooks and training material for specific categories of health workers; internationally applicable guidelines 
and standards; reviews and analyses of health policies, programmes and research; and state-of-the-art consensus reports that 
offer technical advice and recommendations for decision-makers. These books are closely tied to the Organization's priority 
activities, encompassing disease prevention and control, the development of equitable health systems based on primary health 
care, and health promotion for individuals and communities. Progress towards better health for all also demands the global 
dissemination and exchange of information that draws on the knowledge and experience of all WHO's Member countries and 
the collaboration of world leaders in public health and the biomedical sciences. 

To ensure the widest possible availability of authoritative information and guidance on health matters, WHO secures the broad 
international distribution of its publications and encourages their translation and adaptation. By helping to promote and protect 
health and prevent and control disease throughout the world, WHO's books contribute to achieving the Organization's principal 
objective - the attainment by all people of the highest possible level of health. 

This publication is a contribution to the International Programme on Chemical Safety (IPCS). In addition, it is produced within the 
framework of the Inter-Organization Programme for the Sound Management of Chemicals (lOMC). 

The IPCS, established in 1980, is a joint venture of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the International Labour 
Organisation (lLO), and the World Health Organization (WHO). The overall objectives of the IPCS are to establish the scientific 
basis for assessment of the risk to human health and the environment from exposure to chemicals, through international peer­
review processes, as a prerequisite for the promotion of chemical safety, and to provide technical assistance in strengthening 
national capacities for the sound management of chemicals. 

The IOMC was established in 1995 by UNEP, ILO, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), WHO, the 
United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) (the Participating Organizations), following recommendations made by the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development to strengthen cooperation and increase coordination in the field of chemical safety. The purpose of the IOMC 
is to promote coordination of the policies and activities pursued by the Participating Organizations, jointly or separately, to achieve 
the sound management of chemicals in relation to human health and the environment. 
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Preface 

The International Programme on Chemical Safety (IPCS) was established in 1980 as a 
collaborative programme of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), and the World Health Organization (WHO) 
in order to provide assessments of the risks to human health and the environment 
posed by chemicals, so that all countries throughout the world might develop their own 
chemical safety measures. The IPCS provides guidance on the use of such assessments 
and seeks to strengthen the capacity of each country to prevent and treat the harmful 
effects of chemicals and to manage emergencies involving chemicals. In its different 
activities, the IPCS collaborates with various international organizations and profes­
sional bodies. Its work on prevention and treatment of poisoning is undertaken in 
collaboration with the World Federation of Associations of Clinical Toxicology Centres 
and Poison Control Centresl and its member associations. The aims of the European 
Commission (EC) in the field of poison control are similar to those of the IPCS and 
many activities are undertaken jointly by the two bodies. 

Poisoning by chemicals is a significant risk in all countries where substantial quan­
tities and increasing numbers of chemicals are being used in the development process. 
Some countries already have well established facilities for the prevention and control of 
poisoning, many wish to establish or strengthen such facilities, and others have not yet 
fully recognized the extent of the risk. 

The need for advice on poison control, particularly with a view to encouraging 
countries to establish poison information centres, was recognized at a joint meeting of 
the World Federation, the IPCS, and the EC, held at WHO headquarters, Geneva, 
from 6 to 9 October 1985. At this meeting it was recommended that guidelines be 
prepared on poison control and particularly on the role of poison information centres. 
It was also recommended inter alia that antidotes and other substances used in the 
treatment of poisoning should be evaluated, comparable information needed for diag­
nosis and treatment of poisoning collected and recorded in a standardized manner, 
toxicovigilance and poison prevention programmes developed, mechanisms for ex­
changing experience of dealing with major chemical accidents established, and special­
ized training in poison control encouraged. 

A consultation of experts from poison information centres, from developed and 
developing countries, was held in London, England, from 24 to 25 February 1986, to 
advise on the structure and content of the proposed guidelines on poison control. It was 
agreed that the guidelines would be in two parts, the first concerned with national 
policy, and the second with technical aspects of establishing and running the various 
elements of a poison control programme. A drafting group was established and 
charged with the preparation of the guidelines. This group met twice - from 25 to 26 
November 1986 in Brussels, Belgium, and from 16 to 20 February 1987 in London, 
England - and concentrated on the drafting of the policy overview. 

1 Hereafter referred to simply as the World Federation. 
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