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Why GHS Is Not Globally Harmonized 
While GHS stands for the Globally Harmonized System, the approach is not global nor is it fully harmonized.  As a result, 
global customers may find that the Safety Data Sheet (SDS) and label for the same product purchased from the same sup-
plier in a different region may have different GHS classifications.  The same may be true for products purchased in the same 
region from different suppliers.  As GHS is implemented across North America, and globally, these differences are becom-
ing more prevalent.  How is this possible when the product itself hasn’t changed? 

No Global Requirements  
It’s important to understand that the GHS itself is not tru-
ly a global standard or regulation.  The concept for a har-
monized approach for classification and labelling was 
driven by an international mandate adopted during the 
1992 United Nations (UN) Conference on Environment 
and Development to provide a foundation for all countries 
to develop comprehensive national programs for classify-
ing and communicating hazards.  The UN GHS Docu-
ment (known as "The Purple Book") establishes hazard 
class building blocks for competent authorities in each 
country to adopt; however, this adoption does not neces-
sarily eliminate existing national programs that address 
specific chemical hazard classification and communica-
tion.  This approach provides a framework, but not a con-
sistent set of global requirements.  As a result, there are 
differences between the hazard classification and com-
munication programs in each country that has adopted 
GHS. 

Region Specific Classification   
Requirements   
There are region specific classification requirements, 
such as the EU CLP harmonized classification.  There 
are over four thousand substances that have EU legally 
binding classifications and, in some cases, the legally 
binding classification is different from the classification 
derived for the same substance in countries such as the 
US and Canada.  As part of the EU harmonized classifi-
cation, there are some substance Specific Concentra-
tion Limits (SCL) that have been derived and  

Other Drivers for GHS Classification 
Differences  
Also contributing to the differences in GHS classifica-
tions is that each company may rely on different data 
and information when completing their hazard classifi-
cations.  The data used for classification may be ob-
tained from tests, literature and practical experience 
and this information is not always the same across all 
companies.  Some companies, including BASF, have 
set internal standards with minimum data and risk as-
sessment requirements that drive a robust set of availa-
ble information on products.  Even if multiple compa-
nies were producing the same product and each com-
pany started with the exact same information, it is pos-
sible that product safety, toxicology and regulatory ex-
perts may interpret the same set of data differently and 
result in differences in a product’s hazard classification. 

These data may also change over time when new test 
results or information become available and these 
changes may affect the product’s GHS classification.  
Additionally, changes to raw materials used to produce 
a product may affect the GHS classification.  A new raw 
material supplier for the same product may have differ-
ent contaminants present in their product or different 
levels of the same contaminant.  Since cut off values for 
components of mixtures may be as low as 0.1%, a mi-
nor change to a raw material may affect the overall 
product’s GHS classification.  As suppliers are as-
sessing their materials and classifying their products, it 
is expected that we will continue to see classification 
changes.  

Building Blocks  
Under GHS, each country may adopt different elements 
of the building blocks for physical hazards, health haz-
ards and environmental hazards.  For example, in the 
United States (US), hazard communication falls under 
the Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
(OSHA), therefore, none of the elements of the GHS en-
vironmental hazard class were adopted under the Haz-
ard Communication Standard (HCS).  In Canada, the 
Hazardous Products Regulations (HPR) did not adopt 
the GHS category for explosives.  The European Union 
(EU) Classification, Labelling and Packaging (CLP) regu-
lations did not adopt GHS category 4 flammable liquids.   

Table 1 (centerfold) outlines the current version of the 
GHS purple book (5th edition) along with the specific 
adoption in the European Union, the US and Canada; the 
differences between each program are highlighted in 
red.  

Cut Off Values 
In addition to adopting different elements of the building 
blocks, there are also different cut off limits that can be 
applied when classifying the health hazards of a product.  
As an  example, the GHS classification for a product con-
taining  ≥0.1% of a component that is classified as a repro-
ductive toxicant Category 1 (may damage fertility) will be 
classified as a reproductive toxin Category 1 (may damage 
fertility) in the US and Canada, and will be labelled with a 
Health Hazard pictogram.  However, the same product 
may not be classified as a reproductive toxin in the EU be-
cause the EU cut off value is at 0.3% for Category 1 repro-
ductive toxicants.  The following shows this difference be-
tween how the EU and US/Canada SDSs/labels would look 
in  example 1: 

 Example 1 EU 
CLP 

OSHA 2012 & WHMIS 
2015 

Symbol: none 

 
Signal Word: none Danger 

Hazard  
Statement(s): 

none Suspected of damaging  
fertility 

 Example 2 EU 
CLP 

OSHA 2012 & WHMIS 
2015 

Symbol: none 

 
Signal Word: none Danger 

Hazard  
Statement(s): 

none May cause an allergic 
skin reaction 

BASF Promotes Global Harmonization   

At BASF, we have made significant efforts to harmonize our GHS classifications as much as possible and to promote 
transparent communication to our customers.  Within North America, we have elected to take a regional approach to 
GHS implementation and have a single classification per product across Canada, US and Mexico.  As an example, 
WHMIS 2015 requires categorization of physical and health hazards not otherwise classified; the regional approach 
is to include categorization of these hazards across the region.  The environmental hazard class has been adopted 
by some of the regions that have adopted GHS.  In order to stay true to our commitment to promote global product 
classification when possible, the BASF North America region adopted the UN GHS environmental hazard class alt-
hough not required by regional authorities in Canada and the US.  As such, BASF products in North America will in-
clude environmental hazard classifications and the associated environmental hazard pictogram where applicable.  
There will still be regional classification differences to comply with country specific requirements.  However, at BASF, 
we are working together globally to promote a harmonized approach for classifying our products.     

For More Information: 

For general questions, contact your BASF Account Manager.  For regulatory questions, contact BASF Product Stew-
ardship at our EHS Product Information Center (EPIC@BASF.com) 

Cut Off Values (continued) 
There are also differences in the cut off values used in 
the EU and in the US and Canada for skin sensitizers, 
respiratory sensitizers, carcinogens, and specific target 
organ toxicity effects.  As an example, the GHS classifi-
cation for a product containing ≥0.1% of a component 
that is a Category 1 skin sensitizer is classified for skin 
sensitization in the US and Canada.  However, the same 
product may not be classified for skin sensitization in the 
EU due to a higher classification trigger, cut-off value, of 
≥1.0% for a Category 1 skin sensitizer component in a 
mixture.  As seen in example 2, the hazard warnings will 
be as follows: 

used; these SCL values are sometimes higher or lower 
than the generic cut off values prescribed in the UN 
GHS building block.  This results in differences be-
tween the EU and the US  and Canada. 

Key Drivers for GHS  
Classification Differences 
 
 GHS is not a global standard 

 Countries have adopted different versions of GHS with 
different hazard categories and cut off values 

 Underlying toxicology data and information available 
to each company for a chemical is not always the 
same 

 Company experts may interpret results differently 

 Raw material supplier information may differ 




