SOLVING THE


HAZARD COMMUNICATION PUZZLE





Hazard Communication (HAZCOM) [29 CFR 1910, 1200] is OSHA’s Most Violated and 


Cited Regulation.





During most inspections, not only is HAZCOM cited, but also each individual requirement in the HAZCOM standard is cited and often fined as separate violations, unlike most other standards.  These requirements include:  Written Plan, Documentation, MSDS’s, Training, etc. (see Table A)





Some History –





The original standard was brought out in November of 1983 and only applied to Chemical Manufacturing firms.  Subsequently, it was expanded in August of 1987 to cover all employers with employees exposed to hazardous chemicals.  HAZCOM, after a court battle delaying implementation, finally became effective January 24, 1989.  Since then, HAZCOM has been enforced on all industries.  After some minor changes and technical amendments to enhance the effectiveness, HAZCOM in its current form became effective February 8, 1994 as 29 CFR 1900.1200.  





The HAZCOM Standard (HCS) is based on simple concepts:


Employees have the “Right-to-Know” what the hazards associated with the chemicals that they work with or around.





Employees need to know what protective measures are available to them to prevent or treat injuries that may occur through the use or exposure to these hazards.





The HCS requires these concepts be addressed through written information and transmitted to employees.  The HCS covers both physical hazards (Flammability & Explosiveness) and health hazards (Irritation, Lung Damage, Skin Damage & other illnesses that may occur due to exposure).





The requirements of the standard specifically call for Hazard Communication programs to be comprehensively written and to include information on Labeling, Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS), and Employee Training.





The Problem –





At the outset of most OSHA inspections, the compliance officer will ask to see and review the HAZCOM program.  This can often set the stage for how a company’s compliance efforts are perceived, and can impact the direction of the officer’s visit.





Be assured, having nothing or having purchased an empty three ring binder, now stuffed with disorganized MSDS’s will not do.  It may in fact, backfire, insulting the inspector, causing a most undesirable outcome for your firm.





�
The Purpose –





The purpose of this article therefore, is to set out the guidelines of a proper and compliant HAZCOM program that you and your firm can be proud of, which is effective in reducing injuries and will put the odds on your side for a favorable OSHA inspection outcome.





The elements you will need in your program to accomplish this goal are:





A copy of the standard (29 CFR 1910.1200)


Chemical List


Corresponding MSDS for each chemical


A written plan covering:


Policies and Procedures


Labeling and other forms of warning


Safety Plans


Responsible parties for each activity


Employee Training Program


		Employee Training Lesson


Employee Training Handout


Incident Reporting System


Record keeping and Documentation System


Glossary of Terms


OSHA References





Remember, hazard communication is a continuing program in your facility.  Compliance with this complex standard is not a one shot deal.  In order to maintain a successful program, it will be necessary to assign responsibility for both the initial and on-going activities that have been outlined here.





For any safety program, success depends on commitment at every level of the organization.  This is particularly true for hazard communication, where success requires a change in behavior.





Getting Started – 





Since most violations and fines are for the lack of a written plan and since most of the other requirements are mechanical in nature, let’s start with developing your written plan.





The best way to begin is to conduct a comprehensive work place survey.  Check purchasing records to see what chemicals are being purchased, and where and how they are being used.





The broadest possible perspective should be taken when performing your survey.  Some people think of “chemicals” as being only liquids in containers.  The HCS covers chemicals in all forms: liquids, solids, gases, vapors, fumes, and mists whether “contained” or not.  The hazardous nature and the potential for employee exposure determine your need for written procedure.  For example, welding fumes, dusts, and exhaust fumes are sources of exposure.  Read labels provided by suppliers for hazard information.  Make a list of all exposures in your work place that are potential hazards.





The written plan does not have to be overly lengthy or complicated.  It is intended only to be a blueprint for implementation and communication of your program.  Write a paragraph or two to cover each department or activity that may present an exposure.  Your written plan must list who is to be responsible for the various aspects of your program and indicate where written plan will be available to employees.





Labeling and Warnings – 





The written plan must describe how the requirements for labels and other forms of warning employees of exposure will operate.





In-plant containers must be labeled, tagged, or marked to identify their contents.  Employers can usually rely on labels provided by their suppliers.  However, if materials are transferred from labeled containers, employers must label the new container showing all identity and any hazard warnings at a minimum.





With this in mind, a compliance officer will be looking for the following information in your written labeling program:





Designation of a person responsible for labeling of in-plant containers.


Designation of a person responsible for labeling of any shipped containers.


Description of labeling system used.


Description of an alternative identification system to labeling of in-plant containers.


Procedures to review, train employees on, and update label information when required.





Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS) – 





Under the standard, an MSDS must be obtained for every hazardous chemical used in a work place.





Although the HAZCOM standard specifies the information required on an MSDS, it does not require a set format to be used.  This leaves employers with the responsibility of not only acquiring the MSDS, but to review them for completeness.  The information required is divided into twelve sections, each of which must appear, for you to have a compliant MSDS.  The twelve sections are as follows:





�
Identity


Physical Hazards (Target Organ)


Health Hazards


Routes of Body Entry


Permissible Exposure Limits (PEL)


Any Carcinogenic Factors (Cancer Causing)


Safe-Handling Procedures


Date of Sheet Preparation


Control Measures (Personal Protective Equipment PPE)


Emergency & First Aid Procedures (Emergency Phone No.)


Contact Information for Preparer of the Sheet


Special Instructions








�



MSDS’s must be readily accessible to all employees in work areas during work shifts.  This does not mean in a supervisor’s office, in a desk drawer, or a file cabinet.  This means in the general work area, clearly marked and quickly available in case of an emergency need.


In order to ensure that you have a current MSDS for each chemical in your plant, you must be vigilant.  Refuse to accept samples.  Train everyone in the firm to refuse sample containers, no matter how small.  Do not allow sales people to leave containers for anyone, for any reason.





Develop an approved vendor list and a single purchasing route allowing no employees to bring chemicals on site regardless of their good intentions of solving an immediate problem.  Fugitive chemicals in your work place will be the surest Achilles Heel to any HAZCOM program.  Somehow an inspector will always pick up a small container and ask to see your MSDS.





A compliance officer will be looking for the following information in your written MSDS program:





Person responsible for obtaining and maintaining the MSDS.


How MSDS’s are made available to employees in their work areas during each shift.


Procedures for obtaining an MSDS when it is not received with the first shipment.


MSDS updating system when new or significant hazards are found.





Finally, a list of hazardous chemicals must be kept to serve as an inventory and made a part of your written program.





Training –





HAZCOM is but one of over 100 OSHA standards that mandate training.  Training is central and is a critical part of Hazard Communication.





While information regarding hazards and protective measures are provided through labels and MSDS’s, only live training can effectively communicate the required information.





It is not sufficient to simply read the material to workers or hand out material for them to read.  You want to create a learning climate where workers feel free to ask questions.  Please remember the underlying purpose of the HCS is to reduce the incidence of chemical exposure illnesses and injuries.





In Conclusion – 





In addition to the specifics covered and in summary, you should be asking the following questions to assure the adequacy of your program and its ability to meet compliance with this most difficult standard:


Does a comprehensive list of chemicals used exist in each work area?


Are employees informed of the hazards associated with chemicals contained in unlabeled pipes or containers in their work area?


On multi-employer worksites, have you provided other employers with information about the labeling system and precautionary measures where the other employees can be exposed to the initial employer’s chemicals?


Is your written program made available to employees and their designated representatives?





If your program adequately addresses the means of communicating information to employees in your work place, and provides answers to the basic questions outlined above, it will be found to be in compliance with the law.


�



(Table A)





TOP OSHA CITATIONS


1994





��
Citation�
Frequency�
Explanation


�
�
1.�
1910.1200 E1�
4,728�
HAZCOM: written hazard communication program. Employers shall develop, implement, and maintain at the work place a written hazard communication program for their work places.�
�
2.�
1904.002 A�
3,944�
Record keeping: OSHA Log and Summary�
�
3.�
1910.1200 H�
3,833�
HAZCOM: Employee information and training�
�
4.�
1926.059 E1�
3,463�
(Construction) HAZCOM: Employee information and training�
�
5.�
1903.002 A1�
2,901�
OSHA posters�
�
6.�
1926.059 H�
2,277�
(Construction) HAZCOM: Employee information and training�
�
7.�
1910.147 C1�
1,958�
Lockout/Tagout (program)�
�
8.�
1910.212 A1�
1,887�
Machine guarding�
�
9.�
1910.215 B9�
1,737�
Machine guarding: Abrasive Wheel


�
�
10.�
1910.1200 F5�
1,729�
HAZCOM: Labeling of Containers�
�
11.�
1910.1200 G1�
1,627�
HAZCOM: MSDS�
�
12.�
1910.021 B2�
1,541�
(Construction) Training: Site-specific safety�
�



Of the top 12 OSHA citations, six are for HAZCOM violations (including two in construction).  Source: OSHA Office of Compliance
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MSDS’s


Are they for Doctors only?





OSHA defines a physical hazard as a combustible liquid, compressed gas, explosive or flammable substance, organic peroxide, oxidizer, pyrophoric substance, or unstable (reactive) or water reactive chemical.  A health hazard, according to the agency, is a chemical that is a carcinogen, hepatoxin, neurotoxin, cutaneous hazard, nephrotoxin hematopoietic agent, reproductive toxin, an agent that can damage the lungs, and an eye hazard.





At least 50 percent of the above terms are unrecognizable to most people who lack formal medical training or have not had a kidney removed.





No one should be expected to learn medical terminology to read and understand an MSDS.  Yet OSHA expects everyone to know complicated terminology, even when plain English terms may be more useful.





The agency defines the above terms in Appendix A of the HAZCOM standard.  These definitions can help companies convert their MSDS’s to plain English formats.  For example:





*  Rather than stating, “ This material is nephrotoxic,” substitute “ This material may cause kidney damage”.





*  A hepatoxin can be described more clearly as a substance that harms the liver.





*  A hematopocietic agent can be described as a chemical that acts on the blood system and deprives the body tissues of oxygen.





*  Cutaneous hazards can be described as chemicals that affect the inner (dermal) layer   of skin.





Making MSDS’s easier to read will prompt workers to consult them more often.



































