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Do you have a Hazardous Com-
munication Program (HazCom 
Program) in place? If you are a dry 
cleaning facility and use tetrachlo-
roethylene (PERC) and/or other 
chemicals for dry cleaning or spot-
ting, then you should have a current 
and updated HazCom Program in 
place.

In 1983, the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA) 
released the Hazardous Communica-
tion Standards, which was expanded 
to include non-manufacturing em-
ployers in 1987. The Hazardous 
Communication Standards provide 
employees with information regard-
ing the hazards of the chemicals they 
come into contact with during work 
or have the potential to come into 
contact with (“Right to Know”).

In order to achieve a safer work-
ing environment for employees and 
to comply with OSHA, the imple-
mentation of a HazCom Program 
is mandatory when employees are 
or have the potential to be exposed 

to hazardous chemicals. Workplace 
illness and injuries that are chemi-
cal related may be prevented by 
implementing a HazCom Program. 
The HazCom Program is designed 
to aid in the relations between the 
employer and employee by opening 
regular lines of communication. In 
addition, a HazCom Program will 
assist the owner/operator to avoid 
potential OSHA citations, violations 
and related compliance costs.

In past conversations with dry-
cleaners when the topic of a HazCom 

Program is mentioned I usually get a 
puzzled look or a piece of paper that 
says there are dangerous chemicals 
in the facility and management will 
address any spills or leaks. A suc-
cessful HazCom Program should be 
much more in depth than a simple 
letter or sign. The main purpose of 
a HazCom Program is to ensure that 
the hazards of all chemicals located 
in the facility are assessed and that all 
information regarding the potential 
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for physical and/or health hazards 
associated with those chemicals is 
conveyed to the employees. It is the 
owner/operators responsibility to 
comply with OSHA and to provide 
information and training for each 
employee.

A successful HazCom Program 
should be a clearly written, compre-
hensive program that includes but 
is not limited to lists of hazardous 
materials in each work area, mate-
rial safety data sheets (MSDS) for 
each hazardous chemical in the work 
area, container labeling protocols, 
employee information and training.

One of the most important sections 
of the HazCom Program is in regards 
to the MSDSes, which provide the 
necessary information for evaluat-
ing the hazard of a chemical, proper 
handling, emergency procedures, 
and what type of personal protective 
equipment should be utilized when 
dealing with each chemical. Copies 
of each chemical’s MSDS can be 
obtained by submitting a written 
request to the manufacturer of each 
chemical or by searching the manu-
facturer’s website via the internet. 
In addition, when chemical manu-
facturers supply products directly 
to the facility they are required by 
law to make available upon request 
a MSDS for each shipped product. 
As new chemicals are purchased, it 
is important to update the inventory 
list within the HazCom Program, but 
also to notify employees of a new 
hazard in the work area and how to 
manage it.

Another important topic of the 
HazCom Program is the labeling 
process for chemical containers 
or containers utilized for the stor-
age of contaminated products. If a 

container is not labeled or labeled 
improperly then proper use, stor-
age, and protection will be unknown 
and the chance of an accident is 
increased. In addition, it is required 
by OSHA that containers of hazard-
ous chemicals must be labeled and 
contain the identity of the hazardous 
chemical, the appropriate hazard 
warning (health concerns, exposure 
pathways, and what systems are af-
fected in the human body), and the 
name and address of the chemical 
manufacturer. When dealing with 
shipped containers or locally pur-
chased over the counter chemicals 
(cleaning agents or other mainte-
nance supplies) the owner/operator 
should ensure that the containers 
are properly labeled following the 
criteria expressed above. If locally 
purchased over the counter chemi-
cals do not comply with the labeling 
criteria then that container should 
not be used. The exception to the 
rule is when you transfer chemicals 
from their original container into 
portable containers, which will be 
used immediately by a single person 
for a single shift are not subject to 
follow the same labeling criteria as 
previously mentioned. Although la-
beling is not required on the portable 
container, it should at a minimum 
have the name of the chemical and 
the associated hazard (s).

Environmental contamination 
from dry cleaning facilities is com-
monly observed. One way to help 
reduce the potential for contamina-
tion is to implement a HazCom Pro-
gram. Besides the protection of the 
employer and employees, a HazCom 
Program can assist in preventing 
future contamination of the property 
by ensuring that all employees are 

aware of the chemicals located on the 
property, as well as how to maintain 
them and address spills or leaks.

Regardless of the level of care 
that is administered when handling 
chemicals, there is always the poten-
tial for spills on the ground or leaks 
from storage tanks, storage drums, 
or chemical containers. Spilled 
or leaked chemicals can infiltrate 
through concrete into the soil and/
or dissolve into the groundwater and 
begin to migrate with the ground-
water. Vapors associated with the 
contaminated soil and/or groundwa-
ter have the potential to migrate to 
areas occupied by buildings. These 
potential vapors can enter buildings 
through cracks in basements or slab 
foundations, sewer lines, and any 
other type of opening. On some occa-
sions the vapors that enter buildings 
can reach concentrations that may be 
harmful to human health. By having 
a HazCom Program in place and as-
suring that all employees have been 
trained and understand the HazCom 
Program, a business can greatly re-
duce the potential for contamination 
due to spills or leaks.

In closing, there are many regu-
lations and standards in place for 
businesses that utilize hazardous 
chemicals. One of the major reasons 
for these standards and regulations 
is to protect the owner/operator and 
employees from hazards associated 
with their daily work activities. As 
discussed, one standard that is direct-
ly associated with health and hazards 
is the Hazardous Communications 
Standard. By following the OSHA 
and implementing a HazCom Pro-
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gram an owner/operator can decrease 
the potential for contamination from 
leaks or spills and ultimately provide 
a safer workplace environment.

If you need assistance in develop-
ing, preparing and implementing a 
HazCom Program, Environmental 
Forensic Investigations, Inc. is a full 
service environmental consultant 
with over 20 years of environmental 
compliance experience and can assist 
you in your needs. Further assistance 
can be found on the United States 
Occupational Safety and Health Ad-
ministration website at http://www.
osha.gov/.

With over 25 years of experience, 
Steve Henshaw holds professional 
geology registrations in numerous 
states. As President and CEO of 
EnviroForensics, Henshaw serves 
as a client and technical manager 
on projects associated with site 
characterization, remedial design, 
remedial implementation and op-
eration, and litigation support and 
insurance coverage matters. He 
has acted as Project Manager or 
Client Manager on over 200 proj-

ects. These projects have included 
landfills, solvent and petroleum 
refineries, foundries, metal plat-
ing shops, food processors, wood 
treating facilities, chemical manu-
facturers and distributors, mines 
and quarries, heavy equipment 
manufacturers, computer manu-
facturers and transporters. He has 
experience in a variety of geological 
settings including soft sediments, 
fractured bedrock, glacial outwash, 
wetlands, and landslides. Henshaw 
has also conducted extensive work 
in environmentally sensitive areas 
inhabited by endangered species. 
Henshaw’s expertise includes a 
strong knowledge of industrial op-
erations, past and current industry 
practices and procedures, and a 
hands-on, practical understanding 
of the fate and transport of contami-
nants in soil and groundwater. He 
has also served as a testifying expert 
on behalf of individual landowners 
and facility operators at several sites 
impacted by industrial activities and 
continues to provide technical and 
litigation support services. E-mail: 
shenshaw@enviroforensics.com
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