Hazard Communication – What Does It Mean to You?
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Hazard Communication – what does it mean to you?  Specifically, it means knowing about the possible dangers of the hazardous materials you use in your job and how to protect yourself against those hazards.

Employers are required to provide you information about hazards that you are exposed to.  You do have a right to know about those hazards and you also have a responsibility to use the information you are given about the hazards in order to use the hazardous materials safely.

Encounters with Hazardous Materials
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We all use potentially hazardous materials almost every day, both at home and at work.  Here are some examples of how we encounter these materials:

· Filling the car with gasoline, which can expose us to vapors; 
· Cleaning the house with liquid cleansers, which may contain harmful ingredients;
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Using pesticides or insecticides – these are poisonous to plants and insects, and they can also be harmful to humans; and

· Using solvents, acids, and other hazardous materials when we do our jobs.

Not all materials pose high risks, and many materials are hazardous only if we are exposed to them in large quantities or over long periods of time.  But there are also materials that can cause injury or illness if you don’t know how to handle them properly and safely.

Think about the materials you use in the workplace.  Have you ever felt sick after using a particularly hazardous material?  If so, you may have been over exposed to a hazardous materials.

Hazardous materials are found in many workplaces, and millions of workers are exposed to them every day.  Here are some facts:

· An estimated 30 million workers are exposed or potentially exposed to more than 650,000 hazardous materials each year; and

· There are typically 20,000 incidents of exposure to hazardous materials annually that result in one or more lost workdays because of illnesses or injuries from these materials.

Numbers like these show why it is so important to know about hazards in your workplace, and how to get the information you need to protect yourself.  Think about the ways that you might be exposed to hazardous materials when doing your job.
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Hazard Communication Law

Hazard Communication is a requirement of state and federal law.  There is a government regulation called the Hazard Communication Standard that describes what employers must do to inform employees about process hazards.  For example, under the law, employers must provide you with:

· A written Hazard Communication Program that explains how the information is communicated to you;

· A list of the hazardous materials used in your workplace, so you know that you might be asked to use a potentially hazardous materials;

· MSDSs for each type of hazardous materials.  These contain detailed information about the chemical, its possible hazards, and ways to protect yourself; and

· Training that teaches you about the Hazard Communication Standard, tells you how to read and understand the information on MSDSs and container labels, and shows you ways you can protect yourself against possible hazards.

Although the Hazard Communication Standard applies mainly to employers, hazard communication is not effective unless you also do your part in working safely with materials.  As an employee, you must be able to:
· Read labels and MSDSs and understand the information they contain.  You should know where MSDSs are located and how to find the one you need to learn more about specific materials.  And you should know how to find the specific information you need on each MSDS, such as how to protect yourself against exposure.

· Always follow instructions and warnings about how to use hazardous materials safely.  These include both written instructions on labels and MSDSs, and verbal instructions and safety information you may receive from supervisors or safety trainers.

· Identify the possible hazards of using a material BEFOE you start to use it.  Don’t wait until you have already been exposed to find out that you’ve put yourself in danger.

· Finally, participate actively in the safety training that is provided.  All the safety information in the world will not help protect you if you don’t listen, pay attention, or understand the information you are given.  Remember, you should never hesitate to ask questions so that you clearly understand what it takes to protect yourself from hazards from potentially dangerous materials.

Types of Materials

Now, let’s consider the types of materials that are used and the kinds of hazards that they might represent.
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There are three basic forms of materials: 
1. Solids, such as dusts, powders, or fumes, that might be dangerous if you ingest or inhale them;

2. Liquids, including both vapors and mists.  Examples include gasoline and other fuels, as well as cleaners and solvents; and

3. Gases that are given off by solid or liquid materials – these can also be very dangerous if you inhale them.

Physical Hazards

Whether they are solid, liquid, or gas, hazardous materials present two basic types of hazards:  physical hazards and health hazards.

Materials with physical hazards include those that are:

· Flammable, meaning that can catch on fire easily.  Examples are gasoline, propane, and oil-based paints;

· Explosive, meaning they can explode, such as materials in aerosol cans; or

· Reactive, meaning they can react dangerously if they come into contact with another material, such as mixing bleach and ammonia.

Think about the materials you use and their associated hazards.

Health Hazards

In addition to physical hazards, some materials have health hazards and can cause illnesses or other health problems.  These problems can include:

· Short-term effects, such as headaches, dizziness, or skin irritation; and

· Long-term effects, such as damage to the liver or lungs, or even cancer.

Materials with health hazards include those that are labeled:

· Corrosive, meaning that they can eat away or otherwise damage other materials, including your skin; and

· Toxic, meaning that they are poisonous; highly toxic materials can even cause death.

Are any materials you work with corrosive or toxic?  
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You should know the types of hazardous materials used in your own workplace and where they are located.  Your supervisor should provide you with that information.  If you have any questions about what materials are used in your workplace or where they are located, be sure to ask.

Note that some materials can have both physical and health hazards, while others may only have one type of hazard.

How Hazardous Materials Enter Your Body

Materials can enter your body in several ways.  Two common ways are:

· Skin absorption or contact with the eyes; this is especially true of liquid materials; and

· Inhaling hazardous fumes, vapors, mists, or dust.  These can be taken into the lungs and travel from there into the bloodstream and to other organs of the body.
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Other ways materials can enter your body include:
· Swallowing, or ingestion.  Even though you may not intentionally swallow hazardous materials, materials can be transferred onto food if your hands are contaminated; and

· Direct penetration, such as when a material enters the body through an open cut or skin puncture. 
You work with materials – can you think of ways that materials might enter your body through skin contact, inhalation, ingestion, or penetration?

The kind of exposure you have to a material often determines how the chemical might affect your health.

· The dosage refers to the amount of the material you are exposed to.  With some materials, it takes a very large amount to do any serious harm, but with others, only a tiny amount can be very dangerous.  Dosage also depends on duration of exposure, concentration of material, and exposure pathway.
· Acute effects are short-term effects on the body that usually disappear if you are no longer exposed.  Examples include skin irritation from coming into contact with a material, or irritation of your nose and throat from inhaling fumes.

· Chronic effects are long-term effects that develop over a long period of exposure – even exposure to small amounts.  Examples include damage to the liver or other organs, or developing cancer as a result of exposure.

Exposure Limits

To guard against both acute and chronic health effects, scientists have identified exposure limits for different kinds of materials.  Generally, these limits are the maximum quantity of a material that people can be exposed to without possibly suffering health effects.

· The PEL, or permissible exposure limit, is often expressed as the quantity of hazardous chemical that an average employee can safely be exposed to in an 8-hour workday.

· Threshold limit values (TLVs) are air quality standards developed by the American Conference of Governmental Industrial Hygienists.  They are the model for many other air quality limits such as OSHA’s PELs.  TLVs are the amounts of materials in the air that almost all healthy adult workers are predicted to be able to tolerate without adverse effects.

· Time-weighted average (TWA) refers to the average time over a given work period (such as an 8-hour workday) of a person’s exposure.

· And, the short-term exposure limit (STEL) is the maximum concentration to which workers can be exposed to a material or agent for a short period of time (15 minutes) for only four times throughout the day, with at last 1 hour between exposures.

Read the Label
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The label on a container is usually the first place to look for information about the material’s hazards.  Each label is different, but every label should contain the same basic information about the material it contains:

· The identity of the materials;

· The company that manufactured or produced it; 
· Its physical and health hazards;

· Special handling instructions;

· Personal protective equipment, or PPE, to wear when using the material; and

· What kind of first aid should be given in an emergency, as well as fire response and spill cleanup.

Remember, every container should have a label.  This includes secondary containers used for materials that were dispensed from a larger container.

What’s On the Label?

Let’s review the basic information that every label should have, because reading the label is an important first step in using the material safely.  Once you have finished this lesson, find some labels in your facility and be sure you understand the information they contain.
The label includes:

· The name of the material;

· The manufacturer of the material;

· Miscellaneous safety information about handling and using the material;

· Hazard warnings about the material; and

· A list of the hazardous ingredients of the material in the container.

Never use a material without knowing what it is and its potential hazards.  If a container does not have a label, or if you cannot read the information, notify a supervisor or your safety manager before using the material inside.

NFPA Labeling Systems
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· Blue = Health hazard 

· Red = Flammability 

· Yellow = Instability 

· White = Other hazards

Numbers: 
0 (No Hazard) to 
4 (Extreme Hazard
The National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) and other organizations have developed a color/number coded labeling system.  The NFPA system was developed a color/number coded labeling system.  The NFPA system was developed for short-term, often acute exposure to materials under conditions of fires or spills.  The ratings are intended to provide fire-fighting and evacuation information.  These labels are used as a quick identifier so you can easily determine the basic hazards associated with a material.

· Blue means there is a health hazard; the material can cause health problems, such as cancer;

· Red means flammability; the material can catch fire easily;

· Yellow means instability (formerly referred to as reactivity); the material can react if it contacts other substances;

· White means there are other hazards; and

· Numbers ranging from 0, for no hazard, to 4, for extremely hazardous, are also used.

You should learn to recognize these codes when you see them on a label.
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While labels are important, it is the Material Safety data Sheet, or MSDS, that provides the most complete and detailed information about a hazardous material.  Depending on the format in which it was written, it may contain from 8 to 16 sections.

The MSDS for each material:

· Is a written description of the material;

· Describes its risks, as well as precautions and remedies to exposure; and

· Needs to be readily available for you to obtain and read.

You should always read the MSDS before starting to work with a material.
· The MSDS tells you the identity of the material and its manufacturer.  This includes its chemical and common names, and the emergency phone number for the manufacturer.

· It also gives you the hazardous ingredients of the material, including the percentage of different hazardous materials in the product.

· It identifies the common hazards of the material, such as eye, skin, irritation, and inhalation hazards.  For example, this section will tell you routes of entry into the body, such as by skin contact, inhaling vapors, or swallowing (ingestion).
· It gives you information about first-aid and fire-fighting measures to take in an emergency.

· It includes information about what to do in case of an accidental release or spill of the material.

· Handling and storage requirements are described in the MSDS as well.

· Next are measures to control your exposures to the material, including personal protective equipment.  Exposure limits such as permissible exposure limits, or PELS, are covered in this section.

· The physical and chemical properties of the material are described.  You learn how the material appears, how it smells, and how it behaves.  For example, does it give off vapors?  Can it be mixed safely with water?

· Information on the stability of the material under normal and adverse conditions, its reactivity and toxicity is included, too.  Does it create a hazard if it comes into contact with and reacts with other materials?

· Many MSDSs, but not all, include information about the environmental and disposal hazards of the material.

· And finally, some also include information about transporting the material, regulatory background, and other information that may be helpful to the users.

Do you always consult the MSDS before using any material?
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PPE:  Physical Protection
Using PPE is an essential way to give yourself physical protection against the potential hazards of materials you use.  Here are some of the types of PPE that might be required:
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Face shields or safety goggles to protect you from splashes – remember that regular prescription eyeglasses do NOT qualify as proper eye protection;

· Gloves to protect your hands from contact with materials; 
· Foot protection, such as rubber boots, to guard against splashes;

· Head protection, such as hard hats or hoods, also to protect you from splashes; and

· Aprons or full bodysuits; again, these protect against splashes.  A full bodysuit may also protect you from dust and vapors.

Think about the situations in which you should wear PPE when using hazardous materials.  What kinds of PPE should you wear in these situations?
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Respiratory protection is another important kind of PPE.  This protects you from breathing in hazardous material.  Respirators may be required when:

· Installing engineering controls intended to reduce exposure to hazardous materials;

· Performing maintenance of equipment;
· Doing non-routine tasks that involve exposure to a high concentration;

· Responding to an emergency involving hazardous materials;

· Other ways of controlling exposure to hazardous materials are not adequate; or

· Other types of controls are not feasible or available.

Emergency Response to Spills

Knowing proper emergency procedures is another important part of safety.  That is why you should always read the label and MSDS for every material to find out exactly what to do in case you or a co-worker is over-exposed.  Emergency procedures may include:

· Flushing eyes with water for 15 minutes in case of contact;

· Washing skin with soap and water, and removing contaminated clothing;

· Moving to fresh air if a person has been inhaling hazardous material, and not returning until it is safe; and

· Getting emergency medical assistance if a person has accidentally swallowed a hazardous material.

Think about the emergency procedures you should use if you are a co-worker are over-exposed to a hazardous material.  Do you know where eyewash stations, emergency showers, and first-aid kits are located?  Do you know how to use them?

Emergency Response to Spills or Leaks

Many spills or leaks should be considered emergencies and responded to as such.  The label and MSDS for the material should give you the specific information you need for responding to spills and leaks.  As a general rule, when a hazardous material spills, you should:

· Evacuate the area of the spill unless you have been trained to handle it;

· Notify a supervisor or emergency response personnel; and

· Stay away from the area until it has been contained or cleaned up.

Even small spills or leaks should be taken seriously and reported to a supervisor, even if they seem to be too minor to bother with.

Now, take the test for Credit (Hazardous Communication – What does it mean to you?)
