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The first reference to the worker representative for health and safety is included in the Italian 
Workers’ Statute (law 300/70), that assigns worker representatives with the right of promoting 
and monitoring measures relating to health and safety at the workplace.  

In Italy, the Workers Representative for Health and Safety (Rls- Rappresentante dei lavoratori 
per la sicurezza – Safety Representative) was introduced by Legislative Decree No. 626/1994 
on Health and safety, which implemented eight EC Directives on such matters (Directives 
89/391, 89/654, 89/655, 89/656, 90/269, 90/270, 90/394 and 90/679). 

A Safety representative is appointed or elected in each enterprise or production unit, 
according to different rules depending on the number of employees (more or less than 15 
employees, in accordance with the Workers’ Statute – 1970). The last broad monitoring 
activity was conducted in twelve Italian Regions and the Autonomous Province of Trento. 
The project (2003) was promoted by the Coordination of Regions and Autonomous Provinces 
and carried out by the Prevention Department of different Local Area Health Units under the 
coordination of the Health Agency of the Emilia-Romagna Region. The project aimed to 
investigate to what extent the Decree Law no.626/94 had an impact upon working conditions 
and suggests innovative proposals. The survey was based on a sample of 8,138 firms 
representing different categories in terms of size, sector, production, and ownership. This 
survey represents the latest attempt to monitoring and evaluating the application of the health 
and safety system at the workplace, at national level. The Survey shows that the Rls is present 
in 71% of the sample firms and that in 96% of the cases it was elected inside the company and 
only in 4% outside.  

Other specific research projects have been developed over the years with a sectoral focus or 
with training purposes. A significant example of the former is the survey carried out by the 
safety reps coordinating committee for Piedmont’s major hospitals. The survey shows that 
risk awareness, risk assessment, planning of preventive measures and training are all markedly 
better in hospitals that have regular and systematic consultations with workers reps. An 
interesting case of research project on training needs was realised by ISPESL, in collaboration 
with Cescot Nazionale, Sistem Form and the Local Area Health Unit (ASL) of Lucca. The 
project aimed at highlighting the role of Rls and identifying the main Rls’ training needs. 
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Given the Italian production structure, mainly characterized by small companies, specific 
attention has to be drawn to the Safety Representative at the territorial level (Rlst- 
Rappresentante dei lavoratori per la sicurezza a livello territoriale). The Rlst is present only in a 
few Italian Regions and only in three specific sectors: handicraft, commerce and construction 
sector. An overview of the functioning of Rlst in the three different areas is given by the 
research project conducted by Censis in collaboration with the trade union organisations 
(2001). The project is based on a sample of 105 questionnaires: 75,2% from the handicraft 
sector, 17,1% building and 5,7% commerce and tourism. Other recent projects on Rlst have 
been carried out by the Institute for Labour Foundation. One is focused on the handicraft 
sector and aims to understand how workers and enterprises perceive the role of Rlst (2005). A 
second one (2006) analyses the performance of Rlst in the province of Ravenna (handicraft 
and construction sector). The outcomes of both projects underline that the Rlsts, where they 
exist, play a key role in monitoring initiatives and promoting preventive measures.  

In order to enable Rls/Rlst to correctly fulfil their tasks, it is important to develop specific 
training tools for them. For this purpose, the Regional Health Plan of Emilia-Romagna, which 
is a unique case in Italy, promoted the setting up of the SIRS (Information Service for the 
Safety Representatives), at local level (Province). The service is directed to all actors involved 
in managing the health and safety system at the workplace. The analysis of recent data on 
SIRS activity in Bologna (2006) highlights that Rls/Rlst are 80% of the overall number of 
users. The most asked question concerns the rights to which the Rls is entitled.   

The strengthening of the role of Rls/Rlst has always been on the agenda of the social partners. 
From the Carta 2000 (the programmatic charter for the improvement of working conditions -
1999), until now, different actions have been promoted with this aim. In these days, the 
government, along with the social partners, are preparing a new Consolidating Act (Testo 
Unico) in order to re-organise the health and safety activities at work. One of the main steps 
of the reorganisation process consists in the valorisation of the role of Rls and Rlst. Due to 
the governmental crisis, any future perspective is unpredictable. Any further intervention on 
the role of Rls should take into account the position of the social partners, that encourage a 
better and constant coordination between the safety representatives (without bargaining 
function) and Unitary Workplace Union Structure (Rsu, in charge of collective bargaining). 


