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CHEMICAL

Chemicals
Many health problems arise when workers inhale chemicals. They also pose a risk when they get on workers' hands and into their mouths. Toxic chemicals are found in the workplace in many forms, such as in bags, buckets, or barrels. They are also present in corrosives and solvents in cleaning products.

Problems From Chemical Exposure
Once in the body, chemicals cause both short and long-term problems:

Short-term health problems

· headaches 

· watery eyes 

· sore throat 

· dizziness 

· skin rashes 

· upset stomach 

· tiredness or shortness of breath 

Long-term health problems

· cancer 

· lung, kidney, liver, and heart disease 

· birth defects, miscarriages, and sterility or infertility 

· brain and nervous system damage 

OSHA Standards for Exposure
OSHA has many standards for controlling and reducing workers' exposure to toxic materials. For many chemicals, OSHA requires only that the company limit the levels of the substance in the air to a "permissible exposure limit," or PEL. When that limit is exceeded, OSHA requires the company to introduce a substitute chemical or install ventilation until the levels are under the PEL, and to require workers to wear protective equipment (masks) until the standards are achieved.

For a few materials common in our industries, like lead, OSHA has detailed standards, which include:

· strict permissible exposure limit 

· regular air testing and free medical examinations 

· limited transfer rights with pay protection for sick workers 

· regular training programs. 

OSHA Rules on the "Right to Know"
OSHA also has standards requiring employers to educate workers on chemical hazards. The primary standard is the "Hazard Communication Standard," (1910.1200), which requires employers to develop, implement, and maintain at the workplace a Written Hazard Communication Program. The written program must include provisions for container labeling, collection and availability of Material Safety Data Sheets, and a worker training program. It also must contain a list of the hazardous chemicals in each work area.

OSHA requires the company to give workers and local union officers copies of the Written Program on request. The OSHA "Access Standard," (1910.20) gives workers and any local union officers the right to obtain free from the company:

· records of workers' exposure to chemicals 

· Material Safety Data Sheets that describe the hazards of each chemical 

· chemical measurements taken in the workplace, 

· the company records of injuries and illnesses. (These records usually must be supplied by the company within 15 days.) 

Protect Yourself from Chemical Hazards
· Look at warning labels and signs. 

· Ask the employer for Material Safety Data Sheets. 

· Talk to co-workers about the chemicals in the workplace and the problems they may be causing. 

How to Control Chemical Hazards
· Substitute a less harmful material. 

· Enclose the work process where the chemical or solvent is being used. 

· Provide local exhaust ventilation 

· Isolate the process 

· Implement an adequate maintenance program 

· Continuously monitor the area 

· Develop a training and education program 

· Provide personal protective equipment -- masks, gloves, aprons, goggles -- but only where needed as a back-up for engineering controls. 

