
Non-Harmonization of GHS in North America?

Blame Canada!
With trade exceeding US$600 billion in goods imported 
and exported annually, you might assume the transport 
and labeling regulations between the United States 
and Canada to be perfectly aligned from years of doing 
business with each other. Even more so considering 
the recent implementation of the Globally Harmonized 
System (GHS) by both these North American 
neighbours. Alas, governments work in mysterious 

ways and despite good intentions, failed to synch-up 
and perpetuated some discrepancies …and headaches 
for Environment Health & Safety custodians.

With the mindset of producing a combined Safety 
Data Sheet, let’s review the most significant 
differences and their impacts on classification, 
labelling and ultimately your business.

Mind the list!
There is no inventory of classified substances published by the US authorities; however 
such lists exist in Canada… Two of them in fact.

The WHMIS Schedule 4 lists 39 substances with prescribed classification for Physical 
Hazards Not Otherwise Classified (PHNOC) and specific transport UN numbers.

The CSST publishes classifications for 2370 substances. It is not legally required to use 
this information however the CSST inventory is a good reference in absence of data for 
supporting substance classification.

From a strict legal perspective, the only difference that matters between Canada and 
the US relates to the WHMIS compulsory list. A company doing business widely in North 
America can ‘harmonize up’ to the most stringent requirement, but this would require 
special attention with labeling.

Combustible Dusts 
In the US, materials should be classified as combustible dusts whether they present 
this hazard in their shipped forms, or if they could become combustible during use.

Canada only requires such classification when the dust is combustible as shipped.

A company which has materials subject to this classification could ‘harmonize up’ and 
classify products equally in the US and Canada. In doing so however, they could be over-
classifying their products available on the Canadian market, and their products could 
suffer from the comparison against equivalent products from a competitor.



If it releases toxic gas… is it toxic?
Yes in Canada. Not so in the US.

Indeed the definition of Acute Toxicity in the US strictly refers to products causing 
adverse effects ‘as is’, following exposure.

In Canada, the definition is wider and encompasses products releasing a toxic gaseous 
substance when in contact with water. The CCOHS provides examples such as; sodium 
or potassium phosphide, which release phosphine gas when they contact water or, 
alkali metal cyanide salts such as sodium or potassium cyanide, which slowly release 
deadly hydrogen cyanide gas on contact with water.

This nuance is impactful and should be taken into consideration for water-reactive 
substances, as well as mixtures containing them. Indeed, water reactive substances in 
mixtures should be considered inherently toxic when performing a hazard assessment 
for Canada, resulting in classification differences.

A way to iron-out this wrinkle is to apply the precautionary principle and ‘harmonize up’ 
by applying the Canadian approach across the board.

In addition, in Canada, products classified as such should bear the prescribed 
pictograms, signal word, and H-P phrases strictly defined. Whereas in the US, such 
hazardous products are considered to be HNOCs, which do not require labeling.

Cause for Cancer
In the US, substances specifically listed in 29 CFR part 1910 subpart Z as carcinogenic 
must be classified as such. Also, OSHA states that you may use NTP or IARC as 
additional references for inferring classification.

In Canada, there exist no references (obligatory or voluntary) to published data in order 
to determine carcinogenicity.

One could choose to force consistency by using the OSHA listings to determine 
carcinogenicity of substances for both Canada and the US. This simply requires 
consideration, application of the decision and the proper configuration of your SDS 
authoring system.

One more thing on carcinogens - The US specifically requires NTP and IARC listed 
substances to be mentioned under section 11 of an SDS, and there is no equivalent 
need in Canada.

Finally, note that in Europe, the Commission publishes its own mandatory list of 
carcinogenic substances, which you guessed it, is distinct from those mandatory 
by OSHA in the US. This is just one of many distinctions of the European GHS 
implementation.

Biohazards?
Biohazards are mandatory in Canada, but out of scope in the US. Naturally, they can be 
addressed as HNOCS in the US but note that in Canada, bio hazardous products have 
their own symbol, signal word, and H+P statements defined.



HNOCs, PNOCs and Whatnots
In the US, symbols are not required for HNOCs, whereas in Canada they are and must 
be shown on a label and relevant section of a Safety Data Sheet. The twist is that even 
though symbols are needed in Canada for hazards not otherwise classified, they are not 
defined. (Authorities could not define the undefined?)

The consequence of this wrinkle is that, if you ‘harmonize up’ to the strictest 
requirements, you would put more red paint than strictly needed on a combined Safety 
Data Sheet and Label from a US perspective.

H and P Phrases
OSHAs GHS implementation is largely based on UN GHS Revision 3 except for 
H&P Phrases which were mostly sourced from UN GHS Revision 4. Some changes 
encompass replacing ‘should’ by ‘shall,’ thus making selected precautionary phrases 
more mandatory.

Canada’s own GHS implementation is largely based on UN GHS Revision 4 except for… 
H&P Phrases which were sourced from UN GHS Revision 5.

Hmmm many shades of purple here…

The result of this unbridled creativity is sometimes dramatic:

• US OSHA P243: Take precautionary measures against static discharge.

• CA WHMIS P243: Take action to prevent static discharge.

Parlez-vous français? 
Canada is a country with two official languages. Le Canada est un pays qui a deux 
langues officielles.

Companies placing products on the Canadian market should be able to provide, on 
demand, labels in English and French. C’est la loi!
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