What you need to know
about electronic
material safety

data sheets




Electronic MSDS systems help make OSHA
hazard communication compliance easier

Dear reader,

The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) requires through its hazard communication stan-
dard that your laboratory make material safety data sheets (MSDS) available to your employees. Technology
can make many aspects of this compliance easier.

Using software and other electronic methods to gather, store, organize, and access your MSDSs can also en-
hance their usability. With that in mind, we offer this special report, which we hope will help you

» consider the benefits of electronic MSDSs

» understand how to comply with related OSHA requirements

* train your employees about access to and use of MSDSs

» prepare backup plans for when electronic MSDS access fails

We've also provided lists of resources available from OSHA to help you comply with its requirements for
MSDSs and understand how they effect the use of electronic MSDS systems.

We’d like to thank Kelly Briganti, JD, an LCI contributing editor, for authoring this special report.

Please let us know what you think of this information and whether it was helpful. If you have any com-
ments about the special report or if you want to pass on ideas for other stories or special reports, please
call or write me.

Sincerely,

Jjﬁﬁii &—1«%

Cara Connors

Senior Managing Editor
781/639-1872, Ext. 3203
cconnors@hbcpro.com
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Consider an electronic system for MSDS maintenance

The Occupational Safety and Health Administration’s
(OSHA) hazard communication standard requires that
laboratories make material safety data sheets (MSDS)
readily accessible to all employees.

MSDSs satisfy laboratory employees’ right to know
what hazardous chemicals they are exposed to, says
Steven E. Brooks, PhD, director of infection control
and clinical microbiology for Kingsbrook Jewish Med-
ical Center in Brooklyn, NY.

MSDSs provide staff who work with chemicals or
those who oversee these staff with information about
side effects, permissible exposure limits, and actions
needed to prevent or respond to chemical exposure,
he explains.

Reviewing MSDSs and becoming familiar with the
chemical characteristics and adverse effects of expo-
sure to substances used in the laboratory also allows
the laboratory manager to take precautions and obtain
any necessary spill kits, personal protective equipment
(PPE), or respirators before a chemical exposure or
spill occurs, he says.

OSHA regulations permit flexibility in how laboratories
meet MSDS requirements. Laboratories can use paper
MSDSs, electronic access, and microfiche to make MSDSs
accessible to employees, according to the regulations.
Although paper MSDSs are still common in laboratories,
electronic MSDS systems offer their own benefits.

Following is an explanation of OSHA’s requirements
for providing MSDSs to employees and issues to con-
sider before deciding to electronically maintain, organ-
ize, and access your MSDSs:

What OSHA requires

OSHA regulations require laboratories to maintain
MSDSs for all hazardous chemicals in the laboratory
and make the MSDSs readily accessible to laboratory
employees during their work shifts when they are in
their work areas.

According to an OSHA standard interpretation letter,

the employee must be able to immediately “read and
refer to the information.”
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Another interpretation letter indicates that computer-
ized systems are acceptable as long as all employees
have access to computer terminals—with readable
copies of the MSDSs—in their work areas during their
work shifts. Employees must not only have access to
MSDSs, they also must know how to obtain them, ac-
cording to yet another interpretation letter.

An appendix to the regulation entitled “Guidelines for
Employer Compliance”—which is only an advisory—
provides helpful information about MSDS compliance
to laboratories. Those guidelines state that “[als long
as employees can get the information when they need
it, any approach may be used.”

However, the flexibility is limited. OSHA regulations
don’t permit you to use a method that presents any
“barriers to immediate employee access in each
workplace.” The guidelines also indicate that OSHA
compliance officers will talk to employees to ensure
that they know where to obtain MSDSs in your labo-
ratory. So if you decide to use computerized systems,
make sure that you have computer terminals readily
available to all staff and that you train them how to
use these systems.

Insider tip: The guidelines note that certain states
may also have their own requirements for MSDSs,

so familiarize yourself with your state’s requirements,
because they could differ from those of OSHA.

Benefits of electronic vs. paper systems
Laboratories have traditionally maintained paper MSDSs
in binders, but technology now provides other options.
You can obtain electronic copies of MSDSs using Inter-
net search engines or from the chemical’s manufactur-
er, Brooks says. There are also paid services that find
and retrieve electronic MSDSs.

Keep in mind that you need to know where the MSDS
that you find in your search came from—that is, the
Chemical Abstracts Service Registry (CAS) number, says
Randel Roy, MT(ASCP) clinical coordinator for Affiliat-
ed Laboratory, Inc., in Bangor, ME.

Some MSDS service providers will scan in paper MSDSs,

so keep yours updated in case you want to >p. 4
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create an electronic database, says Tony Diamantidis,
managing director of Chemical Safety Software in Em-
eryville, CA.

Certain software programs help track, maintain, up-
date, and organize your laboratory’s electronic MSDSs,
Roy says.

The benefits of these systems include search features
that allow you to not only find particular MSDSs, but
also to focus on specific information within an MSDS,
he says. If you are part of a larger organization or are
a large laboratory, software programs can allow you to
easily determine the location of a certain chemical in
your facility, he adds.

What to look for when evaluating services

If you consider a move to computerized MSDSs, then
the size of your laboratory, your MSDS needs, and
whether you are part of a larger organization will be
key factors in your decision-making.

When looking for the right software or computeriz-
ed program, consider a request for proposal inviting
multiple vendors to provide pricing and service infor-
mation, says Roy, whose laboratory recently selected
a software program to maintain its MSDSs. Consider
the following issues when evaluating computerized
systems:

= Accessibility. “No barriers to access is key” to MSDS
compliance; staff should be able to access the electron-
ic MSDSs from every computer, says Stephen Ward,
founder and director of engineering of NetWARD Soft-
ware, Inc., in Mesa, AZ. Electronic MSDSs must be avail-
able to all staff during working hours, which means
that you need terminals accessible to all of your tech-
nologists. Depending on your laboratory’s size, number
of technologists, and location, this issue could present a
few hurdles, says Nick Cetani Jr., MT(ASCP), CLS vice
president and administrative director of Bio-Reference
Laboratories, Inc., in Elmwood Park, NJ.

If you have an electronic MSDS system but a staff
member can’t access it, you aren’t compliant with
OSHA. Staff should not need passwords to access the
MSDSs. In the stress and confusion of a spill incident

or other exposure, remembering passwords may not
be easy, notes Ward. Make the MSDSs available via
your intranet, so staff can find them through their
browser for immediate access, he says.

If you use a customized software program to organize
your electronic MSDSs, you will need to provide two
types of access. The customization of the MSDS will
require data entry by an authorized laboratory em-
ployee—most likely the safety officer, says Ward. That

When it comes to MSDSs,

you can phone it in

Q: Is receiving material safety data sheet (MSDS)
information by telephone an adequate backup
substitute for an electronic MSDS system?

A: Yes. On October 13, 1998, the Occupational
Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) said relay-
ing MSDS information by telephone is acceptable,
but only “as a backup system in the event of failure
of the primary electronic system.” The letter also
said the employer must provide the information as
soon as possible to the requesting employee.

Another OSHA letter of interpretation from Feb-
ruary 18, 1999, discussed telephone transmission
of MSDS information, noting that prior to the 1998
letter, the only acceptable use of telephone trans-
mission of MSDSs was for employees who traveled
between sites. The 1999 letter also explained that
telephone backup for electronic systems was only
permitted in emergencies defined as “foreseeable
failures in the electronic system” (e.g., a power out-
age, equipment failure, or online access delay), but
not in other emergencies (e.g., catastrophic events
or medical emergencies). In other emergencies, the
MSDS system must be available.

Editor’s note: This Q&A is a sample of the kind of
advice given through the Medical Environment
consultation hotline. The hotline is available free
to subscribers of the monthly newsletter Medical
Environment Update. Go to www.hcpro.com/

services/mei fo learn more.
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person will need access to edit the MSDS data that are
specific to your laboratory and should be required to
log on and use a password. All other laboratory per-
sonnel should only have access to view the informa-
tion, he adds.

Create backup plans if the system is down or access

is impeded. One option is to keep paper copies in a
binder, says Roy. An OSHA standards interpretation let-
ter indicates that during an emergency such as a power
outage, equipment failure, or online access delay, the
laboratory must have “an adequate backup system for
rapid access.” In addition, there must be a way to pro-
vide hard copies of MSDSs in an emergency or whenev-
er an employee needs or wants a hard copy.

Insider tip: Create an emergency backup copy of
your electronic MSDS files, advises Ward. Just as with
any other electronic data, follow backup procedures
to save your electronic MSDS files in case of technical
difficulties, he says.

» Searchability. One of the most important features of
a computerized MSDS system is the ability to do a key-
word search, says Roy. MSDSs have multiple sections
that contain information related to the chemical, and
using keywords allows you to quickly search through
lengthy text, he says.

For example, if your laboratory has a chemical spill,
your staff need to know as quickly as possible about
the health hazards associated with the chemical.

In a computerized MSDS system, the keyword search
function can take staff to that health information imme-
diately, says Roy. Using a paper system can take con-
siderably more time.

The key information by which you want a software
system to allow you to search includes product catalog
number, product name, supplier name, manufacturer
name, primary ingredients, CAS number, synonyms for
the product or chemical, and the international unit
number, says Diamantidis.

» Tracking and reporting. Evaluate how comprehen-
sive the computerized database is and what features it
offers. Some systems can track which individual em-
ployees are exposed to which chemicals, says Roy.
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You'll need to be able to track which employees work-
ed with, or were exposed to, specific chemicals in
case a problem with or a side effect of that chemical
is discovered many years later, explains Roy. For ex-
ample, a chemical may be determined to be a car-
cinogen a decade after your laboratory used it, so
you'll need to determine who was employed >p. 6

OSHA resources at your fingertips

Following is a list of Occupational Safety and
Health Administration (OSHA) standards, guide-
lines, interpretation letters, and other helpful docu-
ments that help explain the hazard communication
requirements relevant to electronic material safety
data sheets (MSDS):
1. OSHA’s hazard communication standard: 29
CFR 1910.1200
2. Guidelines for Employer Compliance (advisory):
29 CFR 1910.1200 Appendix E
3. Standard interpretation letters: OSHA has address-
ed issues regarding electronic MSDS systems in
several standard interpretation letters. Following
are a few of the most helpful:
* December 7, 1999: Employee access to MSDSs
required by 1910.1200 vs. 1910.1020
» February 18, 1999: Clarification of systems for
electronic access to MSDS
* December 30, 1997: Manufacturer and em-
ployer rvesponsibilities when providing MSDSs
electronically
* January 30, 1997: Material Safety Data Sheets
®» July 15, 1996: OSHA’s Hazard
Commumnication Standard
= July 6, 1990: Interpretation on whether ‘an
equivalent electronic information system’ could
be used in liew of MSDSSs to satisfy the HCS
» January 22, 1990: Hazard Communication
Standard
4. “Hospital eTool: Healthcare Wide Hazards Mod-
ule Hazardous Chemicals,” www.osha.gov/SLTC/
etools/bospital/bazards/hazchem/haz.html
5. Hazard Communication: OSHA Standards: wwuw.
osha.gov/SLTC/bazardcommumnications/standards.
html

Editor’s note: Find all of these documents on OSHA'S

Web site at www.osha.gov.
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in the laboratory and exposed to the chemical at that
time. Using the MSDS software to do that could initial-
ly require significant data entry on the part of your
laboratory, adds Roy. However, for laboratories that
would have difficulty tracking that information on
their own, it could be a valuable feature.

Certain software programs also allow you search for
all the locations within your laboratory in which the
chemical is used or located. You can also limit an
MSDS search to chemicals in a particular site or loca-
tion if you have multiple sites, Roy says. Or if you
have a chemical that is determined to be a carcinogen,
for example, you can easily and quickly determine
where it is used so you can disseminate information
about the new hazard determination as quickly as
possible to affected personnel, he adds.

You can also generate reports using software to main-
tain data about all the types of hazardous chemicals in
your laboratory.

Finally, by integrating your MSDS software with other
electronic information systems that your laboratory
uses, you can cross-link MSDSs to chemical invento-
ries, locations, amounts, and types of storage (e.g.,
fire-rated cabinets and sprinklered rooms) on-site,
says Diamantidis.

» Customizing. Electronic systems also allow you

to customize and organize MSDS information in a
way that best meets your laboratory’s needs. As noted
above, reviewing MSDS information allows your labo-
ratory to be proactive in dealing with hazards (e.g.,
buying the proper spill kit before a spill occurs).

Electronic MSDS software programs can help your lab-
oratory customize the MSDS online with added infor-
mation about how your laboratory uses and stores that
hazardous chemical. You aren’t changing the language
of the MSDS, but rather are adding information that
analyzes how that MSDS applies to your laboratory’s
operations, Ward explains.

For example, whereas a typical MSDS may indicate
only that the necessary PPE requires that staff “wear
the appropriate gloves,” you can customize the MSDS

by adding the specific type of gloves in your labora-
tory that would be appropriate for the hazard, explains
Ward. You can also organize the MSDSs using software
that allows you to search by key words that are rele-
vant to your laboratory. Include names of products

or kits that your laboratory uses that contain multiple
hazardous chemicals.

By searching with the product or kit brand name as
the keyword, you could pull up the MSDSs for all of
the component chemicals, says Ward.

Insider tip: Laboratory staff may be overwhelmed by
the task of entering necessary data to the potentially
thousands of MSDSs relevant to their laboratory to
achieve the customization discussed above. To make
the task easier, start by focusing on the MSDSs rele-
vant for chemicals that are hazards in your laboratory,
suggests Ward.

» Updating. Continually update MSDSs. Check your
MSDSs at least annually to determine whether hazards
have changed and then react to any changes, says
Roy. Determine how you will update information with
the software programs that you evaluate.

» Archiving. Make sure that you have the most up-
to-date MSDSs for chemicals used in your laboratory.
Maintain records regarding chemicals that you don’t
use anymore and old versions of MSDSs for chemicals
that you still use. Adverse occurrences can develop
later and you need to be able to determine whether
the risk was known at the time your employee used
or was exposed to the chemical, Brooks says. i

Insider sources

Steven E. Brooks, PhD, director of infection control and clinical microbiology,
Kingsbrook Jewish Medical Center, 585 Schenectady Ave., Brooklyn, NY 11203,
718/604-5419.

Randel Roy, MT(ASCP), clinical coordinator, Affiliated Laboratory, Inc,, Bangor,
ME 04401, 207/973-7601.

Nick Cetani Jr.,, MT(ASCP), CLS, vice president and administrative director,
Bio-Reference Laboratories, Inc., 481B Edward H. Ross Dr., ElImwood Park, NJ
07407, 201/791-3600; ncetani@bioreference.com.

Tony Diamantidis, managing director, Chemical Safety Software, 5901
Christie Avenue, Suite 502 Emeryville, CA 94608, 510/594-1000; www.
chemicalsafety.com.

Stephen Ward, founder and director of engineering, NetWARD Software, Inc,,

Safety Officer II, 3430 N. Mountain Ridge, Suite #21, Mesa, AZ 85207; 602/481-
7070; www.safetyofficer.com; sward@ward.com.
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Train employees about how to use an MSDS

It's not enough to maintain electronic or paper materi-
al safety data sheets (MSDS) for the hazardous chemi-
cals in your laboratory.

You must also train employees how to recognize a
potential chemical hazard and how to access and use
MSDSs to avoid, or react to an exposure to, that hazard.

That’s because Occupational Safety and Health Admin-
istration (OSHA) regulations require that employees re-
ceive training and information about hazardous chemicals
in their work area when they are first assigned to their job
duties and when new hazards enter the work area.

Why training is important

Training is essential to laboratory compliance and safe-
ty. Training employees to identify a hazard may seem
obvious, but there are hazards that laboratory person-
nel can easily overlook.

For example, laboratory staff could work with a chem-
ical in an area in which the ventilation might not func-
tion properly, thus creating a risk of overexposure,
says St. Louis—based safety consultant Terry Jo Gile,
MT(ASCP), MA Ed.

This situation may happen particularly with formalde-
hyde because the permissible exposure limit (PEL) was
reduced from 1.0 parts per million (ppm) to 0.75 ppm
a few years ago, and the action level (i.e., when you
need to take action to avoid reaching the PEL) is 0.5
ppm, Gile says.

This year, a New York hospital was fined $112,500
for—among other violations—failures to monitor em-
ployee exposure to formaldehyde and to provide em-
ployee training regarding exposure to the chemical.

How to create a proper training program

Section 1910.1200(h) of OSHA’s hazard communica-
tion standard requires laboratories to train employees
who could be exposed to hazardous chemicals. To
comply with this requirement, include in a chemical
hygiene inservice or other training session informa-
tion about where employees can find and access
MSDSs and whether they are in paper or electronic
format, suggests Gile.
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An advisory to the OSHA hazard communication stan-
dard, Guidelines for Employer Compliance, appendix
E, lists essential elements to consider when planning
a training program, including
* who should conduct the training
= what training method to use (e.g., a live instructor,
videotape, online tools, etc.)
* what information to include
» what procedures to follow for training new em-
ployees—and all employees—on new hazards

Section 1910.1200(h)(3) requires that such training
include instruction about
» the identification of hazardous chemicals in the
work environment
» the types of hazards created by the chemicals in
the work area
» available personal protective equipment (PPE)
» work practices
» other protective measures access
* use of hazard information, including MSDSs
» the information contained in MSDSs

OSHA'’s standard and guidance materials indicate that
training can—but doesn’t have to be—specific to each
hazardous chemical. Laboratories can instead catego-
rize chemicals by type of hazard (e.g., flammability)
and train staff on each type of hazard.

Insider tip: OSHA offers a Draft Model Training Pro-
gram for Hazard Communication that can help labo-
ratories in preparing their training programs (available
at www.osha.gov/dsg/bazcom/MTP101703.btml). The
model training program emphasizes that training is
also an opportunity for employees to ask questions
and communicate ideas and concerns to management.

Test trainees’ comprehension

According to OSHA'’s advisory Guidelines, training
should educate employees not just about how to read
and understand the information in MSDSs, but also
how to use that information in their workplace.

That doesn’t mean that employees must memorize all
of the information about hazardous chemicals in their
workplace, according to the Guidelines and a 1990
OSHA standard interpretation letter. >p.8
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Instead, training must enable employees to answer
an OSHA inspector’s questions about how to identify
exposure to a hazardous chemical and where to find
hazard information, according to the Guidelines.

Don't just give personnel the facts about MSDSs—
explain how to use the information they get from
MSDSs (e.g., what PPE to wear to protect against
exposure).

Test employees during training sessions to make sure
that they get the message. “I would have them look
up a chemical they work with and locate specific
information on the MSDS, such as the physical haz-
ard, health hazard, etc.,” says Gile.

If you have electronic MSDS systems, require that em-
ployees use a computer to look up a chemical during
training, she adds. Also make sure that they know how
to clean up a spill and where the spill kit is located.

Address access for electronic systems

Note that if you use an electronic rather than paper
MSDS system, train employees about the specifics of
that system and what backup systems are in place
should power outages, Internet disruptions, or other
emergencies thwart electronic access.

Have your safety officer or other designated individ-
ual keep the official set of MSDS hard copies just in
case your electronic system is inaccessible or other-
wise fails, says Gile. Make sure that employees know
about that backup MSDS source, its location, and how
to find an MSDS using the paper copy.

Document training

Keeping records of training isn’t a requirement, but it
is a good idea to track employee training, according
to the Guidelines. Such records should also indicate
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what was taught during training, according to an
OSHA model training program.

The College of American Pathologists and the Joint
Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organiza-
tions will want to see records of training, including at-
tendance sheets, as well as the name of the instructor,
the length of the program, and a description of the
information covered during the program, notes Gile.

To ensure that employees are trained on new hazards,
augment training with a log that records new hazard
information and require that each person review the
log when they clock in for work, says Gile. i

Insider source

Terry Jo Gile, MT(ASCP), MA Ed, Safety Lady, LLC, 11339 Oak Branch Dr.,
St. Louis, MO 63128-1408, 314/894-7004; tjgile@worldnet.att.net; www.
safetylady.com.

OSHA resources relevant

to MSDS training

= Occupational Safety and Health Administration
(OSHA) hazard communication standard, 29
CFR 1910.1200

= OSHA Guidelines for Employer Compliance,
Appendix E to OSHA standard 1910.1200

= OSHA interpretation letter, January 22, 1990,
Hazard Communication Standard (address-
ing what OSHA requires concerning employee
material safety data sheet access and training)

= OSHA interpretation letter, August 1, 1990,
OSHA's Hazard Communication Standard
(addressing elements of a hazard communica-
tion training program)

= Draft model training program for hazard com-
munication, available at www.osha.gov/dsg/
hazcom/MTP101703.html
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