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100 GOOD WORKPLACE PRACTICES ~ 

GUIDELINES for Coir Mills 

Why is it necessary to develop good workplace practices in coir mills? A large number of mills have 

closed down in recent times as a result of poor profitability and inability to attract workers. Both these 

issues are much inter-woven and often make everybody connected to a mill rather negative and 

hopeless. One of the fundamental reasons for non-availability of staff is the negative-image associated 

with the mill and the appalling conditions at work.    

The ‘unsatisfactory workplace practices’ is the core  issue that forbids people from joining the industry. 

It seriously threatens the viability of operating mills at existing production capacities. Current 

generation of workers are not prepared to join the sector which practices a technology and conditions 

dating back almost one hundred years. Today prospective employees have a choice of opportunities in 

the same vicinity as the mills.  Younger employees look towards a job that provides social acceptance 

and recognition which unfortunately is not the case with the environment and conditions prevailing in a 

mill. They are willing to work for a lower wage in  an environment which affords some dignity instead of 

a coir mill for higher wage. This bleak situation causes deep negativism in the minds of mill owners 

resulting in a  hope-less’ future for the industry and a ‘plug’ on investing in mills. 

In these circumstances, every mill in this country must endeavour to develop ‘good workplace practices’ 

(GWPs) as a top-most priority for their own survival and to sustain this industry in Sri Lanka. 

Research approach & Team 

The team of consultants responsible for the development of these GWPs visited about 30 mills situated 

in the districts of Gampaha, Puttalam and Kurunegala.  The sample comprised of a cross section of mills 

that have been long-established to ones which were under 10 years. It also had mills which produced 

value- added products as well as confined to basic fibre and pith. Some mills were owner-managed 

whilst some were leased-out. The team interviewed almost a hundred workers and inspected the mill 

premises in its entirety including the toilets, sources of drinking water and cooking and living facilities 

of workers. The team medical officer had private interviews with a cross section of male and female 

workers to ascertain the state of health and related issues.  

The team also had discussions with five coir produce exporters. These included Sri Lanka’s leading 

exporters as well as some smaller entrepreneurs. Discussions were also held with the officials of the 

Export Development Board and Industrial Technology Institute who are spearheading the 

establishment of a model mill at ‘Dunkannawa’, which was also visited by the team several times to 

share thoughts on the development initiatives. Discussions were also held with the local mill machinery 

fabricators to discuss the potential developments. The team also interviewed key local citizens in the 

mill environment including the ‘Grama Sewa Niladharis’  to sek their views on issues relating to worker 

satisfaction. 
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The team comprised of experienced consultants who have had extensive exposure  in productivity 

development and health, environment and safety in the Asian region. The team has also worked with 

many international organisations including with the ILO in India, Vietnam and Sri Lanka. The Team 

Medical Officer counts over 20 years service with Department of Health and the private sector and has 

had specialised training in public health. The team also included a qualified counsellor who spent 

considerable time in talking to the workers to determine their grievances and psycho-social issues. 

Team was supplemented by a Compliance Specialist  of international repute who works with a global 

leader in sports wear.  

The Good Workplace Practices 

The Good Workplace Practices (GWPs) stated herein are recommended with an indication on its 

Priority’ need status and an indication of the associated cost.  

Low Cost indicates an investment up to about Rs. 5, 000 whilst Moderate Cost indicates investments up 

to about Rs. 20,000 and High Cost is beyond Rs. 20,000.  In some instances the cost can not be 

forecasted as it will depend on the specific situation or the factors distinctive to the mill.  

Where the recommendation is directly linked to enhancement of productivity, it is marked with ‘P’ and 

where there is a direct linkage to assurance of health and safety of workers, it is marked with ‘S’. 

Where the mill owners need external advice and assistance, they should resort to such assistance from 

their respective associations, Coconut Development Board, Industrial Technology Institute, Export 

Development Board or such state agencies or chambers of commerce. 

IMAGE BUILDING 

The ‘image’ is the outlook or the impression a mill provides to an onlooker or to the world at large. A 

typical mill is made of an open half walled building to house the machines, a retting pit for soaking of 

husks and large yard for drying of coir and pith. The environment is dusty, cluttered, disorderly and 

people working in dirty and ragged clothes.  Whilst this is the way mills have existed for a century and it 

is the  inherent nature of the process, today’s young prospective employees  look towards a workplace 

that fulfills their esteem needs of working in an  environment that provides  a dignified outlook with a 

neat workplace and a pleasant surrounding. The alternative employment opportunities available for 

young prospects offer relatively better and more organized working environments and consequently the 

mills are unable to attract staff.  It is therefore important to bear in mind that today people look for 

satisfiers beyond money when choosing a place of work; and the employers are obliged to meet with 

such needs. 
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1. Display a proper name board at the entrance.  

Image building is a must for attracting staff to mills.  A board displaying the name of the mills is a 

prerequisite in this regard. Majority of the mills do not display a name and many workers are 

unaware of the name of the mill and its contact details. 

This can be implemented Top Priority Low Cost 
easily 

2. Perimeter Fencing 

Prevention of animals loitering within the mill premises is a requirement to eliminate 

contamination of the produce with animal material which is a quality deficiency raised by the 

exporters.  

Taking preventive measures like erecting a fence,  gates and other ways and means to stop intrusion 

of cattle, dogs and other animals is highly desirable to prevent contamination of the produce with 

animal material. 

Desirable  Action High Cost, depends on the location & specific  action chosen 

3. Display conditions of entry to the mill precincts. 

Presently there are no conditions of entry into the mill. This is unsatisfactory in relation to the 

safety and security of the mill as well as to the employees and visitors. Such conditions must include 

prohibition of smoking and entering into the machine shop as distractions to machine operators 

could cause serious injury to them. Visitors and employees should follow designated walkways and 

paths as a preventive measure against possible accidents. Visitors must be entering premises only 

with permission and should not be allowed to photograph the processes.  

This can be implemented Priority Low Cost 
easily 

4. Prohibition of entry of children to the mill.  

Any person under the age of 16 must be strictly prohibited from entering the mill boundaries. 

Presence of children is unsafe considering the numerous potential dangers prevailing in a mill. 

Further the presence of children can lead to implications of employing children which is a serious 

violation of law. It will be the prime responsibility of mill-owners to ensure that the children are not 

present within mill boundaries and parents must be advised not to bring children into the mill. 

They must also be educated of the serious legal implications of children being present in the mills 

and its potential implications of child labour. 
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This can be implemented Top Priority – S No Cost 
easily 

5. An office room.  

Many mills do not have a designated area for an office. In order to create a better image for a mill, a 

little office room with a table and a couple of chairs will contribute to transforming a mill into an 

organized place of work.  

Desirable Action Low / Moderate Cost

6. Maintain daily attendance registers for employees and visitors  

An attendance register for employees recording their movements in and out of the mill must be 

maintained to fulfill statutory obligations. A similar record must be maintained for visitors.  

This can be implemented Top Priority Low Cost 
easily 

7. Develop mill rules and regulations and display such rules in a notice boards 

Rules relating to working hours, operating procedures, use of personal protective equipment (PPE), 

conduct, discipline, etc., must be developed in the local language and displayed in a notice board 

located in a place commonly accessible and visible to all employees. It will be mill owner’s 

responsibility to ensure that all employees irrespective of their level of literacy understand the rules 

and regulations at work.  With every new recruitment, rules and regulations must be explained. 

Periodically employees must be reminded of the rules and enlightened on the purpose of such rules 

and regulations. 

This can be implemented Top Priority – S Low Cost 
easily 

8. Responsibility 

When the mill owner is away from the premises, a  person responsible for the operation of the mill 

and in general for overall safety and security must  be ascertained. This does not mean a manager or 

a clerk, but a senior trustworthy worker can play this role. 

This can be implemented Top Priority – S No Cost 
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9. Landscape the premises to improve the image of the mill.  

Surroundings can be improved in order make it clean and pleasant to all those who work and visit 

the mill. By maintaining basic cleanliness and orderliness, the health and sanitation conditions can 

also be improved, thus contributing to the image building efforts.  A little effort towards 

establishing decorative plants would make the environment even more attractive.  

Desirable Action  Shramadana Effort No / Low Cost

10. Costing  

Mill owners must establish a simple costing system to ascertain a proper cost of production for 

different items. If such a costing system is created it will serve as a foundation for productivity 

enhancement, waste elimination and to focus on value added products. Presently some mill owners 

are only aware of the cash flow and not the profitability.  

May need external advice Top Priority – P No / Low Cost 

11. Training on  Basic 5S 

This popular Japanese housekeeping and work organization method is much applicable to the mills 

as well.  In Sri Lanka today, 5S has been put into practice in many primitive organizations as much 

as the ‘top’ companies in town.  A very simple and  basic 5S training must be given to the workers in 

order to get their participation in implementing 5S at work.  

Needs external advice Priority – P / S No / Low Cost

FACILITIES AT WORK 

In today’s context, basic facilities that enable employees to fulfill their job requirements needs to be 

met, without which the execution of  the job may not be at its best. Further, employees are not prepared 

to compromise with issues of heath and safety. With a high standard of education, prospective 

employees are well aware of the consequences of taking undue risks at work. Provisions of uniforms or 

basic amenities at work are not a luxury but fundamentals that must be fulfilled if we seriously require 

young people to join this industry.  
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12. Provide suitable personal protective equipment and  uniforms for all workers.  

Current working conditions are a major obstacle in making the mills a preferred workplace for 

many. Proper personal protective equipment and clothing will improve this state.  

(a) For those working in the retting pits: gum-boots, rubber gloves, caps and overalls made 

out of water-proof material will make the operation more pleasant than now. With those 

who have not used such clothing, there will be reluctance and resentment which will fade 

with time and reasons for doing so. Since retting pit work is limited to short durations at a 

time, the associated discomfort of using a synthetic overall will be limited. However 

considering the risks of disease and poor hygiene directly caused by the polluted stated of 

the retting pit, use of protective clothing warrants high consideration. 

(b) For those working in the de-fibering machines and sieves: Masks, aprons, caps, long pants 

and tee-shirts.  

(c) For those working at the drying yards:  Caps or scarves, light colour long sleeve shirts and 

long pants, masks and gloves.  

Needs external advice Top Priority – P / S Moderate / High Cost 

13. Provide easy to understand work instructions.  

All work instructions must be provided in an easy to understand manner taking into account the 

low level of education of most mill workers. Work instructions supported by illustrations and 

written in local language   can be displayed in close proximity to the point of operations. Regular 

briefing to ensure adherence must be made together with a structure of penalties for non-

conformity to work instructions. Al new entrants must be trained on work instructions. 

This can be implemented Top Priority – S No Cost
easily 

14. Establishment of a ‘routine practice’ for implementation of  basic 5S / housekeeping  throughout 

the mill on a daily basis 

Workers must be made aware on the importance of good housekeeping, quality, safety and 

maintenance practices as a prerequisite for maintenance of a productive, safe and a pleasant work 

environment as well as to ensure quality of produce.  A simple procedure on the above routine 

practices and a policy on retention and disposal will help the mill staff to determine a basis for 

clearance of unnecessary material.  A regular clean- up time if established will definitely help to 

sustain a good working environment.  

Needs external advice Top Priority - P / S No /Low Cost
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15. Establish a clear line of demarcation between the mill precincts and the residential quarters of mill 

workers.  

Most of the mills provide  living-in’ facilities for workers.  The residential areas have to be separated 

from the mill area to ensure that other family members especially children are kept away from the 

mill precincts.  

This can be implemented Priority - S No / Low Cost
easily 

16. Provide a safe place (simple crèche) to keep children with an adequate protection. 

Children loiter around the mill as they trail behind the parents to work.  If proper facilities are 

provided, the children could enjoy a better quality time without being exposed to potential hazards 

and pollutants rampant in the mill. 

May need to construct a Desirable Action - S Cost depends on location
facility 

17. A cloak room for workers to change their clothing and a place to keep their belongings. 

Male and female workers must be provided with simple facilities to change their clothing as well as 

a place to keep their belongings.  

May need to construct a Desirable Action Cost depends on location
facility 

18. Workers must be  provided a proper place to take meals 

As at present many mills do not have a designated area for workers to have their refreshments and 

meals. Provision of drinking water and a source washing hands is desirable. 

May need to construct a Desirable Action Cost depends on location
facility 

19. Toilet facilities.  

Provision and subsequent maintenance of clean toilets and washing facilities is a top-priority.  

May need to construct a Top Priority – P / S Moderate Cost
facility  
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20. Develop a proper layout to reduce avoidable travel, transport and handling. 

The mill lay-out should have a smooth flow starting from the unloading of husks to loading of the 

finished goods from the stores. This will reduce  the distance travel, unnecessary double handling, 

human effort, labour cost and the back tracking of working progress. 

Needs external advice Priority – P/S Cost depends on location

THE RETTING PIT 

The retting pit is a fundamental requirement in terms of the technology practiced in our mills today. 

However, the retting pit is also a ‘sore’ point that renders our attention to examine how best we could 

improve the methods we use for retrieval of husks from the pit. Water quality in the retting pit is far 

from acceptable limits as it often contains harmful organic pollutants and several types of bacteria. This 

is also a major impediment for attraction of new employees as the current practice involves submerging 

shoulder deep several times a day. Improving the conditions of the retting pit and its operations will 

contribute to health and safety of workers, productivity of the mill and inculcate a better picture in the 

minds of prospective employees.  

21. Accessibility to retting pit 

Provide a clear access to the retting pit to enable a lorry to reach the front stretch of the retting pit 

to avoid double handling in unloading of husks. Inaccessibility to the retting pit could involve 

multiple handling of husks in the unloading operation from the lorry and placing of husks in the 

pits.  Some mills with poor access to the retting pit need to deploy several workers to move the 

husks from the lorry to the pit.   

May need to construct facility Priority – P/S Cost depends on location

22. Establish a designated unloading stretch. 

If a stretch along-side the retting pit is made accessible to a lorry, the husks could be unloaded and 

projected into the pit with minimum possible handling.  

May need to construct facility Priority – P/S Cost depends on location

23. Use of a wide-spade in the unloading of husks 

Instead of throwing husks by hand, a simple device in the shape of a ‘wide-spade’ can reduce 

handling movements and thereby reduce associated handling fatigue, time and costs. 
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This can be implemented Priority - P Low Cost
easily 

24. Use ‘Towing bamboo’ as a standard technique to pull the husks from the further-end to the mill-

end. 

Use of towing bamboo will make this task less tedious and minimize the need to get into the pit.  

Even a marginal reduction in the need to get into the retting-pit can be viewed positively as this is 

the most unpleasant task in a mill. 

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Low Cost
easily 

25. Use of ‘husk collectors’ to take out the husks to minimize getting into the pit.  

A simple locally made ‘husk collector’ will also reduce the extent of stepping into the pit. 

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Low Cost
easily 

26. Use long rakes to collect husks from the retting pit.  

This prevents the worker from getting into retting pit or it reduces the distance required for the 

workers to go into the pit.  Further it reduces the number of times workers put their hands into the 

pit.  

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Low Cost 
easily 

27. Reduction in the number of times husks are removed from the pit by predetermining the minimum 

removal quantities 

This not only reduces the number of times workers get into the pit but also minimize the 

unnecessary traveling of workers, thus increasing their productive time. 

This can be implemented Priority – P / S No Cost
easily 
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28. Reduce the distance between the pit and the mill (drum-set point) 

Reducing this distance can eliminate an intermediary husk-piling point resulting in reduced 

handling; travel and transport. Overall reduction in handling, travel and transport will reduce 

fatigue, cost and enhance efficiency. 

May need changes in facility Priority – P / S Moderate Cost

29. Cemented platform to collect the husks from the pit.  

Cemented floors between the pit and the ‘drum-set’ point are not common in mills. Having a 

cemented base will prevent collecting water in puddles and muddy and slippery conditions 

commonly prevalent in mills.  This will reduce the slip risk and vulnerability to accidents. 

This can be implemented Priority – S Moderate Cost
easily 

30. Establish ‘Economic HUSK stock levels’ to optimize stock holding cost. 

Presently husks are stock piled without much consideration neither to the demand nor to the cost of 

holding stock. Excessive stocks results in deterioration of husks. At times lack of husks stocks 

affects production capacities as well. Establishing economic husk stock levels will avoid many of 

these shortcomings. 

May need external advice Priority – P  No Cost

31. Use of a ‘husk tenderizer’ (optional) to soften and straighten the husk to reduce the retting time and 

handling.  

This Indian machine is generally not used in Sri Lanka. However if used it can help to reduce the 

retting time and also straighten the husks to ease the handling at the ‘drum-set’. 

Imported machine  Not essential - P High  Cost

32. Use of microbial enzymes to reduce retting time.  

Central Coir Research Institute, under Coir Board of India has successfully developed a technology 

to reduce the currently prevailing long-retting period to a much shorter duration by the use of 

microbial enzymes. 

Needs external advice Priority – P / S Needs research to ascertain cost
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THE DRUM SET 

The ‘drum-set’ is a hazardous machine by any imaginable standard.  It is a highly delicate and 

dangerous operation and many workers have lost their fingers and few more unfortunate to loose a 

good part of the arms.  However, the currently used ‘Ceylon drum-set’ produces the world renowned 1-

tie ‘Bristol Fiber’ which is the hallmark of the local industry. The drum-set operator inserts and holds by 

hand a piece of husk perhaps 16,000 times a day against a drum revolving around 300 times a minute 

with almost one-thousand sharpened nails which breaks a hard coconut husk into a sheaf of smooth 

fiber. The industry will not have workers willing to  take this challenge after  the current generation of 

aging drum-set operators is no more. It is the top-most priority of the local industry to develop safe 

alternative methods and machines to safe-guard  Sri Lanka Brand’ fiber in the global market. 

33. Use of larger stacker besides each drum-set to reduce restacking occurrences. 

Stackers now in use are far too small and can hold only a small quantity of husks which can last only 

for about 5 - 10 minutes. A larger stacker  enough to hold for a duration of about 20 minutes will 

reduce  the number of occurrences the husk loading worker should refill the stacker and hence 

reduces unnecessary traveling and result in higher efficiency and less cost. The stacker with a large 

bottom opening will facilitate pulling the husks out without much effort.  

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Low Cost 
easily 

34. Husk sorting prior to feeding the ‘drum-set’ 

Educating workers on critical responsibilities of proper sorting will help in reducing accidents 

arising from defective husks.  Accidents can occur  due to small husks, husks with pieces of shell, 

mita effected husks etc. After taking out husks from the retting pit, these defective husks should be 

segregated and removed. 

This can be implemented Priority – P / S No  Cost
easily 

35. Fix emergency stop switches on both sides of each drum within hand’s reach 

Most stop switches for the ‘drum-sets’ are not within hands reach of the drum operator. In some 

places there is only one switch for both drums. This is dangerous as the machine can-not be 

switched-off in an emergency. 

Needs external advice Top Priority – S Low Cost
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36. Check emergency stop switches periodically.  

Stop switches should be checked periodically to ensure their proper function. This is important as 

the electrical works are generally maintained poorly in many mills.  

This can be implemented Top Priority – P / S No Cost
easily 

37. Use hand break system to stop the drum immediately in an emergency. 

In an emergency even after knocking off the emergency stop switch, drum will continue to rotate 

due to its momentum. To avoid this a hand break system should be introduced to the drum-set. 

Needs external advice Top Priority – P / S Low Cost

38. Mount the drums on concrete bases instead on wooden to avoid vibration.  

Mounting drums on wooden bases increases the tendency to vibrate. It increases the risk of 

accidents and vibration related medical issues to the operator. Vibration also contributes to 

disintegration of the drum-box planks as these wooden planks are nailed together. Such 

disintegration can cause serious injury.  

This can be implemented Top Priority – P / S Moderate  Cost
easily 

39. Use a Collection Tray / Spade / Rake on the rear-side of drums for collection of pith & mattress 

fiber.  

Current practice results in mattress fiber and pith falling underneath the drums. This requires the 

collecting workers to crawl under the drum to collect them; in which process these workers are fully 

laden with coir, pith and dust. If above mentioned equipment are used, the workers will not have to 

crawl under the machines thus avoiding much pollution and undesirable posture issues.  

This can be implemented Top Priority – P / S Low Cost
easily 

40. Provide adequate training for operators of ‘drum-sets’ 

Drum-sets pose the greatest risk of injury due to the inherent dangers of the process. Countless 

number of drum set operators have lost fingers and in few cases a good a part of the hands.         
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All operators must be educated on possible hazards, on the handling methods and on emergency 

procedures and precautionary practices.  

This can be implemented Top Priority – P / S Low Cost
easily 

41. Do not allow untrained workers to operate machines.  

Operating machines by unskilled workers increases  the risk of accidents and decreases the quality 

of finished products.  Inexperienced or amateur workers must not be allowed to handle drum-sets 

with out being authorized by the mill owner who must be satisfied that the workers is competent to 

handle the machine safely.  Clear and strict instructions should be given to  all the operators on the 

dangers of mishandling machines.  

This can be implemented Top Priority – S No Cost
easily 

42. Husk holding methods: Thumbs crossed and fingers reversed 

Experience has revealed that straight fingers whilst holding the husks can increase the risk 

potential.  All drum-set machine operators must be encouraged to explore safe handling methods, 

especially the ‘thumbs crossed – fingers reversed’ holding technique. 

This can be implemented Top Priority – P / S No Cost
easily 

43. Use of a ‘thumb guard’ when feeding husk to the machine. 

Thumbs are the most vulnerable as many drum-set operators keep their thumbs straight whilst 

holding the husk.  A thumb guard made out of stainless steel can be used after proper training to 

avoid the thumb coming into contact with the moving nail-drum. 

This can be implemented Top Priority – P / S Low Cost
easily 

44. Modify the traditional  drum-set’ to incorporate  a ‘husk feeder attachment’ with forward & reverse 

thrust mechanism. 

Presently a worker will make almost 16,000 insertions per day, thus exposing him to a very high 

state of risk. This development is still in experimental stage and once established must be acquired 

by all mills to eradicate the unfortunate incidents of workers suffering serious accidents. This 
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attachment will de-skill the operation and enable many more to operate the drum sets safely and 

easily. This development will ease the worker scarcity which has badly threatened the existence of 

this industry. 

Needs external advice Top Priority – P / S High Cost

45. Reduce the drum opening gap. 

  

Drum opening is used to feed the husk into the drum. In most of machines this feeder gap is opened 

more than necessary. This gap may not exceed 5-6 inches. Any excess gaps must be closed. 

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Low Cost
easily 

46. Remove all protruding beams to avoid head injury. 

In some mills, machines are mounted on over proportionate wooden beams which protrude causing 

unnecessary risks. As the workers need to do a lot of bending and collecting material from the floor, 

these protrusions can cause injury to the head.   Mill owners should examine the mill premises for 

such risks and take necessary action to eliminate potential dangers.  

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Low Cost
easily 

OTHER MACHINES 

Other machines include different versions of Indian and locally fabricated de-fibering machines and 

many different sieves used for cleaning coir as well as pith. Due to inattention to safety and blatant 

necessity to cut costs, installations of these machines have been done with least focus on safety. Matters 

stated here should enable focus on improving safety and ease of handling; both yielding productivity 

gains to the mill. 

47. Railings and steps when work involves higher elevations 

Provide stable steps with railings when operators work at a higher elevation. When working at 

higher elevations there is a greater possibility of falling down and slipping. To minimize this risk, 

steps with railings should be provided.  This precaution is especially required for loaders at the 

Indian De-fib rising machine.   

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Moderate Cost
easily 
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48. Sieve  

Sieve usually has a rotating cross bar at the feeding end. Feeding coir has to be done through this 

cross bar whilst it is rotating. Fixing the cross bars at least a foot inwards will prevent hand injury 

and also avoid delays in feeding the sieve as the workers can freely feed the machine.  

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Low Cost 
easily 

DRYING YARD 

The drying yard has two significant bearings to the  operations of a mill: to quality of the end product 

and to efficiency of operations. The location, accessibility, distance and handling methods have a direct 

impact on the fatigue levels and then on operational efficiency. Conditions of the yard, the impurities 

present and nature of the yard surface make an important impact on product quality. The yard 

condition has a relevance to the safety of workers and children are unwelcome in the yard. In the 

majority of mills, the drying yards are un-cemented with patches of grass and an occasional coconut 

palm, uneven surfaces and often contain puddles of stagnant water as a result of poor drainage. 

49. Distance 

Distance between the sieves and drying fields must be minimised in terms of space availability. 

Minimising the distance travelled is important as fibre and pith are transported hundreds of times 

between these places everyday.  Reducing the distance will reduce cost, make workers more 

productive and cause less fatigue. 

Depends on location Priority – P / S Cost depends on location 

50. Handling 

Use of hands and feet to spread and turn coir and pith is a common practice. A simple spreading & 

turning device can be used instead of legs. Collecting the coir and pith is also done manually. The 

time taken for this process is long and can be stressful when done with a threat of oncoming rain. A 

collecting device must be used to make this process more efficient and fast. 

Flexible surface would ease the heaping and covering in the event of rain 

A black surface would enhance the drying process 

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Low Cost
easily 
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51. Maintain drying yards to avoid slip and trip risk 

Existing drying yards are not maintained properly leading to risks of trip and slip. 

This can be implemented Priority – P / S Low Cost
easily 

52. Contamination with impurities 

Drying fields if made out of cemented floor or covered with thick-gauged polythene or synthetic 

fibre would minimise contamination with impurities.  An even surface with a drainage slope will 

help drying 

Needs external advice Priority – P / S High Cost

53. Drying Efficiency 

Use of thick black polythene or a synthetic cover on the drying yard can increase the drying 

efficiency.  

Needs external advice Low Priority  P / S High Cost

HANDLING AIDS 

Material handling aids can be used throughout a mill. Such aids will significantly reduce quantum of 

labour which are presently engaged in doing many manual tasks which ultimately contributes no value-

addition to the end-product. Many tedious and unpleasant tasks can be avoided with the introduction of 

simple handling devices. Some factories use very appropriate, simple but effective handling devices 

which can be used by many. Handling aids will reduce the fatigue factor and contribute to elimination 

of health hazards related to musculoskeletal disorders and stress. 

54. Pith Sieve 

Most mills use manual sieve which are inefficient and labour intensive. A mechanical sieve will be 

more efficient, less costly and also avoid workers being exposed to a lot of dust and sun, when sieve 

is kept in the yard.   

Needs external advice Priority – P / S Moderate Cost
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55. Collecting trays / bag filler 

In many places in the mill, the fiber and pith are simply allowed to fall on to the floor necessitating 

another worker to collect them and removed to a different location. Often such collection and 

carriage is by hand, which is not only cumbersome, inefficient but also unhealthy. Having a simple 

collector or a tray/ box will eliminate much hassle.    

In the case of pith, where the sieved pith needs to be bagged, the collector can include a feeding 

funnel to fill the pith directly into bags.  

Needs external advice Priority – P / S Moderate Cost

56. No fiber / pith falling on to the ground 

Mills should focus on places where fiber and pith emanate from machines and make an effort to 

avoid them falling onto the floor by placing appropriate devices to collect them directly. This will 

contribute to avoidance of unnecessary handling, less costs and less contamination with impurities. 

Needs external advice Priority – P / S Moderate Cost

57. No carriage by hand – on head and shoulders 

Mills should also focus on the means of transporting materials from one place to another. Often 

workers carry fiber by hand held against their body  and pith in rattan baskets held on their head or 

shoulders. These materials are often wet and the weights could be heavy resulting in 

musculoskeletal & spinal disorders. Instead of carrying materials by hand, mills should use 

appropriate devices like wheel barrows, hand carts, baby dumpers and rope-mesh carriers. 

Can be easily done Priority – P / S Moderate Cost

58.   Mills layout 

The layout of mills has not been viewed with a focus on handling, travel of workers and transport. 

Machines should be laid-out in a manner where aforesaid issues are minimized in order to enhance 

economies and efficiencies and reduce fatigue. 

Needs external advice Priority – P / S Moderate / High Cost
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QUALITY 

The importance of quality is not appreciated at all levels in a mill and it deserves the highest priority as 

poor quality of Sri Lankan fiber has threatened its  very survival in the global market.  The concept of 

quality is virtually absent in a typical mill. Quality education is a must to make every individual aware of 

the standards, causes and consequences of sub-quality exports. The millers must be encouraged to 

inculcate honest and ethical practices. Basic conditions to facilitate quality must be provided and a 

systematic approach to quality development must be put into place. 

59. Quality Education 

General awareness on the buyers’ perception of  quality and the required standards are not known 

to the workers. Creating this awareness is the fundamental steps towards developing the quality 

standards. Mill owners must seek complete comprehension of the quality requirements for different 

products. Millers as well as their workers must be conscious of the repercussions of bad quality. 

Primary issue for quality is contamination, arising from poor maintenance of mill floor and drying 

fields, animal and other extraneous material, indifferent attitude towards quality and unethical 

practices. 

This can be implemented Top Priority – P  No Cost
easily 

60. Honesty and discipline in management of quality  

Unfortunately honest and ethical practices are wanting in some mills.  Mixing sub quality coir 

deliberately to get short term gains must stop immediately. Sub quality coir may include short 

fibres, pith and pieces of husks,   wet coir and wrong fibre sizes. 

This can be implemented Top Priority – P  No Cost
easily 

61. Mill Evaluations 

Conduct mill evaluations periodically by an independent body in order to ensure adherence to 

quality and safety standards.  Millers can seek the assistance of a team of exporters to conduct 

random in-process audits and educate millers to improve their quality standards. 

This can be implemented Top Priority – P  No / Low Cost
easily 
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62. Storage of Finished Goods 

Most mill owners are unconcerned about the condition of storage of finished goods. Some mills 

don’t have a designated place to  store finished goods and they are exposed without a proper cover. 

This will lead to contamination with impurities. It is a basic requirement to have a finished goods 

store and maintain basic house keeping standards. 

May need to construct a Desirable Action Moderate Cost
facility 

63. Quality Standards 

The quality standards are varying from buyer to buyer and country to country. The absence of an 

effective quality control system and inattention to standards are issues that warrant highest 

priority.  Though there are no established standards  for coir sector in Sri Lanka, in order to satisfy 

international standards and buyers requirements; millers have to educate the total workforce on 

such quality standards and manage quality throughout the process.   

This can be implemented Top Priority – P  No Cost
easily 

64. Avoid contamination with impurities and maintenance of moisture standards. 

Causes for impurities must be established using conventional quality analysis tools like ‘Pareto 

analysis and Cause & effect analysis’ and corrective measures must be effected. Similarly excessive 

moisture issue must be analysed, ascertained and corrected. 

May need external advice Priority – P  No / Low Cost

SAFETY & HEALTH  

Conditions of health and safety are appalling. Perhaps this could be the worst industry in Sri Lanka 

where workers work under most horrendous conditions. Being lowly educated, hapless and sometimes 

debt obligated to mill owners, the workers do not complain or seek redress to improve the conditions at 

work. Further, for over a century these conditions have prevailed and those in the industry do not see 

any necessity for improvement or alternative methods at work. The critical importance of this topic is 

obvious as one third of these good workplace practices are directly linked to safety and health. No 

statistics or survey has ever been carried-out to establish the current state of health of mill workers and 

their families living within the mill precincts.  The issues as seen in the following text are multi-faceted 

and inter-related. It is not only the production process, the inherent dangers of the machines or the 

retting pit; but also the buildings, living conditions and sanitation, electrical installations and even 

100 Good Workplace Practices                      Page 21 of 30 



sources of drinking water poses a threat to the quality of life of these workers. To make matters worse, 

majority of workers are alcohol dependant and such alcohol is sourced from the illicit local brewers. 

65. Electricity supply  lines 

The electricity supply lines are haphazardly fixed with no supporting poles in some mills.  Exposing 

employees, visitors and property to risks is totally unwarranted. Assess the risk situation and take 

appropriate corrective measures.  Replace all unsafe power lines and posts & remove temporary 

connections in order to avoid electrical hazards. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate  Cost

66. Electrical Wiring 

Electrical wiring in general and connections to all machines must be examined to assure safety. In 

several mills wiring and switchboards are beyond acceptable standards.  Use the services of a 

professionally qualified electrician to inspect the current status & do necessary repairs and 

replacements. All wiring should be done properly and covered with conduits. All panel boards and 

switches should be permanently fixed.  Attention to energy savings is also a necessity. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate  Cost

67.   Structurally Safe Buildings.  

A good part of the workers life is spent in and around the mill buildings. The poor conditions of the 

buildings pose a major risk. Structurally unsafe buildings can result  in injury or death to workers. 

All buildings whether permanent or temporary should be structurally safe. Do necessary 

maintenance and repairs periodically to maintain buildings.  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate / High Cost

68. Height of the Roof 

The roof height at the pit-end near the drum-set is often low in most of the mills. This is an unsafe 

condition and leads to head injuries. Modifications are necessary wherever this issue is relevant. 

Desired Action Priority – S Moderate  Cost
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69. Fire Safety: Equipment 

Fire safety is a critical priority badly neglected by most mills. In terms of the nature of the product, 

fire risks are heavy and dangerous to worker safety. The mill-owners should setup appropriate 

safety equipment including a fire alarm system. Professional advice must be sought and immediate 

attention is a must. Fire extinguishers and other safety equipment must be installed and such places 

must be properly indicated and its access must be kept free of obstacles. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate  Cost

70. Fire Safety: Training 

Workers must be educated on fire hazards and prevention. This will not involve large cost and be 

done easily with the assistance from fire safety equipment suppliers. Fire safety training and fire 

drills must be done for all workers. It is important to set up a fire rescue team comprising of 

selected workers. For new recruits, this training can be provided by the fire rescue team at the 

recruitment stage.  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Low  Cost

71. Change attitudes towards fire safety 

Prohibit cooking, boiling water and igniting fire within mill boundaries. Implement ‘No smoking’ 

policy inside the mill precincts. Some workers smoke in side the mill. Mill-owners should take strict 

actions against these unsafe practices.  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No  Cost

72. Safety signage Boards 

Due to the high risk situations of the mills and the workers illiteracy, the mill-owners have to post 

pictures and signage to illustrate the safety warnings.  Place safety instructions using large symbols 

inside the mill. Post messages about fire safety around the mill. Display safety instructions on 

information board and the office notice board. It  will be appropriate to use safety slogans which are 

easy to see and remember. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Low  Cost
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73. Surveys for Potential Dangers 

In any accident prevention effort, a survey of the environment should be made and potential 

dangers should be clearly identified.  Appropriate prevention and control measures must to be 

established as a priority. This survey need not involve large cost nor require additional experts. 

Mill-owners can get the services of the PHI (Public Health Inspector) and Regional Labour Office at 

no cost.  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No / Low   Cost

74. Avoid Accidents resulting from fall. 

Many accidents occur in and around the mill due to slip and fall both at ground level as well as at 

elevated levels.  Wet floor cluttered with materials  increase these risks. Risk of slip, trip & fall are 

still worse when working on elevated floors, machines or platforms.  Install suitable railings or hand 

supports and stairs where applicable. (E.g. de-fibering machines, husk collecting point at the retting 

pit). All gangways should be clear without obstructions and floor should be even & smooth to avoid 

slip & trip.  (E.g. drying field) 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate  Cost

75.   Fixing of safety guards for moving belts & pulleys 

Cover all unprotected moving machine parts including belts, pulleys, drums and wheels. Install 

outer covers to machines.   All moving belts exposed outside the machines should be covered with 

belt guards. Wherever possible position potential risk elements including moving belts as far as 

possible from working areas 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate  Cost

76. Special Covers &  Guards to prevent injury from objects ejecting from machines  

Wherever the risk of objects ejecting from a machine at high speed is prevalent, such places must be 

guarded against injury to machine operator and bystanders. (Eg. Sri Lanka made de-fibering 

machine).   In some mills the outer cover of drums are fragile and not securely made. Drum covers 

must be securely placed  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate  Cost
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77. Standard Operating Procedures 

The standard operating procedures must be made in simple language with plenty of pictures/ 

diagrams to illustrate to workers both the ‘correct & incorrect ways’ of using the machines. Use both 

Inhale and Tamil wherever appropriate.  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Low Cost

78. Use of personal protective equipment. 

Make sure that the workers are using that personal protective equipment provided as instructed. 

Workers must be convinced on the critical importance of using personal protective equipment. All 

personal protective equipment should be properly maintained. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No / Low Cost

79. Clothing, Uniforms and Personal Habits 

Workers need to be trained to wear clothing that is appropriate for the task. It is unsafe for workers 

to wear loose clothing which may be caught in a machine. Workers must tie hair whilst working 

near machines and belts. Workers should be discouraged from wearing hanging jewelry at work. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No / Low Cost

80. Identification of Potential Hazards & Worker Education  

There are multiple risks of hazards arising from wrongful handling of machines and malfunctioning 

of machines. It is necessary to identify and establish preventive measures against both these risks. 

Use of check lists for inspection of potential hazards with defined responsibility and frequency must 

be put into practice.  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No / Low Cost

81. Creeping under  Machines 

For different reasons workers have the habit of creeping under machines which are in operation. 

Primarily this is to collect coir and pith which are fallen on the floor due to absence of collectors. 

This practice can be avoided with provision of material handling and collecting devices which will 

lead to improvement in health and less exposure to dangers. 
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Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No Cost

82. Safety for children 

Presence of children in and around the mill is a common sight. In addition to exposing them to 

multiple risks of injury, the mill-owners are seriously in danger of being accused of employing child 

labour. Child labour is a major offence and the mills can face heavy penalties, if found guilty.  

Children must be prohibited from coming into the mill premises and parents must be educated the 

on the potential risks and dangers. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No Cost

83. Accident Records 

Any injury suffered by workers must be reported and recorded in a register maintained for this 

purpose.  In most of the mills injuries are not reported and no records are maintained. Accident 

reporting and relevant recording must be the responsibility of the mill-owner. Root causes for such 

injuries must be established in order to take corrective action to prevent recurrence. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No Cost

84. First aid & Medical Assistance 

First aid and medical assistance should be available to deal with the probable injuries. Special 

training in first aid is essential and can be provided with the assistance of St.John’s Ambulance 

Brigade or a similar volunteer institution. A well stocked first aid box is a necessity in every mill.  It 

must be kept in a common place with ease of accessibility.  Box must b checked for contents and 

replenished regularly. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Low  Cost

85.   Sick Employees 

Establish a practice of referring sick employees to appropriate hospitals. Simple awareness on the 

importance of good health and sanitation is essential as the workers are totally ignorant of these 

facts. Furthermore several illnesses have been witnessed amongst mill workers by the medical 

officer who visited mills and interviewed workers.  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No Cost
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86. Health Status of  Workers 

Workers are unaware and unconcerned about their state of health.  An annual health check for 

every worker is a good practice ad a social responsibility of mill-owners.  Such health clinics could 

be organized with the assistance of social service organizations and health-care providers. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No / Low Cost

87. Health Education & Alcoholism   

Some workers are severely alcohol dependant and needs rehabilitation. Workers pay little attention 

to the health issues of themselves and that of  their families. The mill-owners must provide health 

education and take positive steps to rescue their workers from this deadly habit.  Several NGOs and 

companies provide assistance in this regard. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No Cost

88. Drinking Water & Sanitation 

Drinking water sources and toilets can not be considered satisfactory in many mills. Common 

reason given is that the workers do not know to use  proper toilets. This can be resolved with a little 

education on good sanitation. In majority of mills, there are residential workers who live within the 

mill boundaries. State of their living and cooking facilities and toilets has plenty of potential for 

improvement. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate Cost

89. Environmental state  

The environment around the mill can be improved in many ways. Stagnant water, blocked canals 

and drains, plenty of opportunities for breeding  of mosquitoes, rampant rats and venomous snakes 

and vipers make-up the environment around the mills. In addition cats, dogs and cattle stray as 

well. Improvements in this regard will make the mill a better place to work for everybody.  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Low /Moderate Cost

90. Dust 

Respiratory problems and chest infections are widely prevalent amongst mill workers due to 

continuous inhalation of dust.  This will cause major long-term health issues. To prevent these 

problems mill-owners should insist on workers wearing masks during working hours. Further 
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operations like manual sieving which causes dust spreading must be mechanized to avoid workers 

being drenched in dust. Points where dust is created and spread must be ascertained and steps 

must be taken to minimize dust inhalation. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Low / Moderate Cost

91. Carrying of Heavy Loads 

  

The musculoskeletal disorders can be occurred due to carrying heavy weights, lifting, bending, 

pushing and pulling during routine activities. Attention to ergonomic factors with continuous 

improvement on workplace arrangements, handling methods and distances traveled by workers is a 

priority. Majority of workers suffer from posture related back pains which directly effect 

productivity of the mill and quality of life of workers. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate Cost

92. Mill Layout 

The mill layout has evolved over time and can be improved resulting in  greater efficiency, less 

fatigue to workers and a more organized and pleasant workplace. The layout should facilitate 

sequential progression of the product and also provide basic facilities for workers.  

Desired Action Priority – P / S  Moderate / High Cost

93. Water Quality in the Retting Pit 

Water in the Retting Pit often contains harmful organic pollutants and several types of bacteria. 

These include ‘Coliform Bacteria and E.Coli (Samples tested by Water Resources Board, Colombo). 

Retting pit water must be regularly checked and treated for elimination of harmful bacteria (ex. 

Salmonella). Workers must be educated on the ill effects of contaminating with such water and 

advised to use alternative recommended ways of handling husks in the pit. With proper awareness, 

workers will be encouraged to change old habits and adopt new methods as well as perceive 

protective clothing more positively. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Moderate Cost
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94. Emergency procedure 

Procedure to follow in the event of an emergency like a major injury or sickness, an electrical shock, 

fire, etc., is not established or known to anyone in the mill. Such a procedure must be established, 

made know to all and should be displayed on a notice board for guidance and compliance.  

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  No Cost

95. Insurance 

In some mills workers are not covered buy insurance against accidents and other occupational 

hazards. Workman’s Compensation and Health Insurance should be a must in view of the high risk 

work environment prevailing in a mill. 

Urgent Attention Top Priority – S  Low / Moderate Cost

MACHINES & MAINTENANCE 

Maintenance is virtually very reactive and maintenance schedules and preventive practices are unheard 

in the sector. As a result breakdowns are frequent, productivity is lost, and hazard risks are elevated. 

Maintenance procedures and standards will do good to the mills and help in every aspect of cost, 

quality, efficiency and safety.   

96. Installation of  Machines 

All machines must be installed securely according to the manufacturer’s specifications. The 

machines should be mounted on stable bases. In some mills the drum sets are mounted on unstable 

wooden structures causing constant vibration. Vibration aggravates risk possibility of structural 

disintegration of the drum.  Constant contact with even low degree vibration is considered a health 

hazard on the long run.   

Needs external advice Priority –P / S  Moderate Cost 

97. Regular  Maintenance of Machinery 

Regular maintenance of machinery is not a usual practice in mills. A planned and preventive 

maintenance practice will not only enhance utilization and quality of output, but also enhance 

worker safety and reduce operating costs. A maintenance schedule and a simple check-list will be 

useful in practice.    

Needs external advice Priority – P / S  Moderate Cost
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98. Machine Breakdown and Repairs. 

Usual practice in mills is for workers to attend to minor repairs themselves. Whilst it is a convenient 

and an economical option, the untrained workers at times attend to repairs haphazardly using 

potentially unsafe short-cuts which could turn out to be risky. A standard practice with some 

guidelines can improve this activity and prevent risks.  

Needs external advice Priority – P /S  Moderate Cost

99. Tool rack 

A simple tool rack can prevent losses and misplacement of tools and reduces time wasted 

in searching for tools. 

Desirable Action Priority – S  Low / Moderate Cost

100. Broken and Unused Machinery  

Remove all defunct and unused machinery from the working area.  Clearance of such items from 

the mill will help in developing safety, housekeeping and quality whist making the pleasant and 

tidy.  Place a signage on defective machines and ensure that they are removed from the mill-floor at 

the earliest opportunity.

Urgent Attention Priority – S  Low Cost
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Annex

GWP # 1; Comppetitors in the vicinity do                    GWP # 2; What happens without fencing

GWP # 3; A rare board… can be improved                   GWP # 4; Out of bounds for children

GWP # 9; Landscaped.. and a decent office room          GWP # 11; 5S is required in all mills




