
Safety and health at work is everyone’s concern. It’s good for you. It’s good for business.
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It is often said that prevention is better than cure. And with over 

168,000 work-related deaths, 7 million accidents and 20 million 

cases of work-related diseases across the European Member States 

every year, many of which are avoidable, it is clear that this is not an 

empty maxim but an approach to risk management that can have 

real, tangible impact on the lives of workers across Europe.  

Risk assessment (RA) is a vital step in creating safer and healthier 

workplaces; removing hazards or reducing the level of risk by 

adding precautions or control measures is essential to the creation 

of safe working environments.

Yet while experience shows that proper risk assessment is the 

key to healthy workplaces, it equally shows that completing risk 

assessments can be both costly and confusing, particularly for 

micro and small organisations (MSEs) which may lack the resources 

or the occupational safety and health (OSH) know-how to do so 

effectively.

In recognition of these challenges, in September 2011 the European 

Agency for Safety and Health at Work (EU-OSHA) launched the 

OiRA Online Interactive Risk Assessment project: the first initiative 

at EU level to encourage and assist European micro and small 

organisations (mainly via Governments or Public institutions and 

social partners at EU and at Member State level) to assess their 

risks.

OiRA is an easy-to-use and cost-free web application that can 

help micro and small organisations to put in place a step-by-step 

risk assessment process. The online tool guides users through a 

series of simple questions to identify and evaluate the risks in their 

workplace through an observation and assessment of their working 

environment. 

Once this first assessment has been made, the tool aids the 

decision making of preventive actions with the creation of a tailor-

made action plan to help manage the risks identified. The final step 

is the preparation of a downloadable, printable report showing 

the identified risk and the action plan to enable users to monitor 

and report progress. Being online, the tool can be easily and 

continuously updated to keep information current. 

OiRA was based on the proven Dutch Risk Assessment instrument 

RI&E which exists in over 170 sectoral variants, each tailored to the 

needs of its particular sector it serves, and so builds on a successful 

predecessor at national level. 

Development and distribution 

To ensure that the OiRA tools offer a tangible benefit, the tool is 

designed to be developed and ‘owned’ by Sectoral Social Partners 

at EU and national level, in close cooperation with the relevant 

public authorities. 

To this end, EU-OSHA is putting the OiRA tool generator at the 

disposal of Sectoral Social Partners (employers’ and employees’ 

organisations) and National authorities (Ministries, Labour 

Inspectorates, OSH institutes, etc.) to develop OiRA tools that are 

targeted to specific sectors and national needs. The ‘ownership’ 

development model means that the completed tools respond to 

the needs and requirements of the companies that they serve.

In terms of the content of the tool, social partner collaboration 

ensures that the tool responds to the real needs of small 

organisations in a particular sector. Social partner ‘ownership’ of 

the tool is also crucial in encouraging widespread take-up and 

use of the tool at enterprise level. While other incentives can 

be introduced into the diffusion model, it is this ‘peer to peer’ 

communication that is central to bridging the gap between distant 

public authorities (whether at EU or national level) and Europe’s 

micro and small enterprises, and encouraging its use.

Cyprus example

Among the first OiRA tools to be developed was a sector-specific 

tool relating to the Cypriot hairdressing industry. It was developed 
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by EU-OSHA’s Focal Point in Cyprus, the Department of Labour 

Inspection (DLI), together with the Cypriot Hairdressers’ Association, 

to help improve OSH standards in the industry.

In Cyprus some 3,500 employees are employed in over 2,500 

hairdressing salons, each exposed to risk on a daily basis. According 

to figures from EU-OSHA, hairdressing is the most high risk 

profession for occupational skin diseases, and a national survey 

in Cyprus in 2006 revealed that over 80% of Cypriot hairdressers 

suffered from musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) as a result of their 

profession. 

To address these problems, the DLI began to work in close 

cooperation with the Hairdressers’ Association on a variety of 

initiatives and projects. The Association is always keen to improve 

the levels of workplace safety and health in the hairdressing sector 

and when it asked the help of the Labour Inspectorate to improve 

workplace health and safety in hairdressing salons, this proved to 

be the catalyst for the creation of a dedicated OiRA tool for the 

sector. 

The first step in creating the sector-specific tool was engaging 

social partners. To this end a meeting was arranged with the 

Hairdressers’ Association where the OiRA tool was presented by 

EU-OSHA and the DLI. The meeting engaged the association with 

the tool and having the key social partners involved from the very 

outset helped facilitate its development through a cooperative 

approach. 

Careful initial planning and a collective approach with the 

Hairdressers’ Association helped to ensure that the development, 

led by the DLI, was a straight-forward process which took 

approximately eight weeks. After the development of the tool, pilot 

testing ascertained that the tool is easy to use, relevant to their 

needs, prepared in understandable language (jargon-free) and 

efficient. As a result the acceptance of the tool was enthusiastic and 

the feedback very positive. 

Now online, the hairdressing tool is used by many employers 

and self-employed workers in the sector use it to carry out 

a risk assessment in their workplaces. It aids every employer 

and employee to become more aware of the risks they are 

exposed to and learn to prevent future health problems both for 

themselves and their customers. The successful experiences in the 

development of the OiRA tool for hairdressers prompted the DLI to 

continue with the creation of further tools to support Cypriot MSEs 

(public service and garage holders). 

Real benefits

The impact of similar initiatives aiming to improve the level of risk 

assessment, such as guides and checklists, is limited. Thus, the 

OiRA tool can make a real difference to the implementation of risk 

assessment in Europe’s 20 million MSEs. 

It helps to improve working conditions in micro and small 

enterprises by systematically reducing risks to workers, 

implementing legislation and reducing administrative burdens. 

The most important step in creating a tool is ensuring that all social 

partners become aware of the tool from the very outset to make 

sure they are engaged throughout the development process. This 

enables developers to create a tool that can provide:

•	 Simple	information,	that	can	be	easily	transferred	to	a	broader		 	

 group of users

•	 Specific	and	relevant	information	for	users,	as	well	as	guidance	on		

 which they can base a decision

•	 Helpful	information	for	companies	to	implement	the	legal		 	

 requirements on risk assessment 

•	 A	user-friendly	tool,	so	that	each	company	needs	the	least	time			

 possible for the preparation of his/her risk assessment

To assist the development of OiRA tools, the OiRA community 

(made up of the organisations/people developing OiRA tools) 

stimulates the exchange of tools, knowledge and good practice, 

by promoting collaborative work, reinforcing existing relationships 

within the community and creating new ones. 

Experiences in the Netherlands and Cyprus prove that such a tool 

can offer a real benefit to MSEs operating in a variety of sectors and 

differing national frameworks and environments. For its realisation, 

the OiRA project rests on commitment at the highest level. 

Through the continued support and engagement of policy makers, 

governments and social partners, OiRA will meet the need for 

practical tools to facilitate risk assessment among micro and small 

organisations and improve worker health and safety across Europe.  

In addition to the Cypriot hairdressing tool, among the first tools 

to be completed were public sector (Cyprus), road transport sector 

(France - INRS) and leather and tanning (EU social partners from 

the sector). Momentum is building with more OiRA tools soon 

to be released by further OiRA partners, and all signs pointing to 

a promising uptake across Europe. For information on the tools 

currently available and to join the OiRA project, visit: 

http://www.oiraproject.eu


