Material Safety Data Sheets 

by Shirley Caraveo, M.S. Safety
The Material Safety Data Sheet (MSDS) is an informational guide which provides information you need to work safely with chemicals.  Basically it covers:

· Information that the manufacturer knows about the chemical

· Its hazards and symptoms for overexposure, and
· The things you should do to avoid injury, illness and creating environmental damage; when you handle the substance or in the event of a spill.

It is required to be in English but may be kept in other languages as well. 
FAST FACTS ABOUT MSDSs

· Each MSDS Looks Different: Cal/OSHA only requires that the information, listed below, be present. Not that it be presented in any specific order. So you must review each of them, so that you know what the pertinent information is and where it can be found on any particular MSDS.
· The Length of Each MSDS May Vary: Depending on who creates the MSDS, the required information may be combined under general topic headings or listed individually. This will affect the length of each MSDS, even if the actual product (such as acetone), is the same for several manufacturers. 

· The Chemical Make-Up of the Product May Differ Between Manufacturers: Let’s take acetone again. If one manufacturer uses a different chemical formulation than another one, the MSDS will differ in the content of the information and the size of the MSDS. 

All this being said, the basic information which must be covered, has been standardized in Cal/OSHA regulation 5194.
MSDS OUTLINE

Here is an outline of the information which will be found on Material Safety Data Sheets, as defined in Cal/OSHA regulation 5194, the Hazard Communication Standard. Below we have included a list of the topics which must be covered in each MSDS.  

MSDSs must include the following information. We have included information on the areas where you might wish to begin your search if you are looking for something specific. But again, keep in mind that MSDSs vary in how their content is presented – so you may find the information in areas other than the ones suggested below.
 (A) The identity of the substance used on the label and what is contained within it (with an accompanying CAS number), except for trade secrets: Usually found as the second item listed on the MSDS. This section may be entitled “Identity”.
 (B) Physical and chemical properties of the hazardous substance (such as vapor pressure, flash point). It is important to know whether the substance is lighter or heavier than air to know whether the substance with rise or settle in the area.: Found in the body of the MSDS. This is usually found close to the “Identity” section.  
(C) The physical hazards of the hazardous substance, including the potential for fire, explosion, and reactivity with other chemicals. Obviously, flammability and reactivity with other chemicals is critical in handling the material.: Found in the body of the MSDS. This information might be included in the same section but are just as likely to be split up into 3 sections: one may be entitled “Physical Hazards” and the other might be entitled “Reactivity” and a third might have the heading of “Flammability”.  
(D) The health hazards of the hazardous substance, including signs and symptoms of exposure, and any medical conditions which are generally recognized as being aggravated by exposure to the substance. Clear understanding of the symptoms is important so that appropriate medical attention can be initiated if exposed.: Found in the body of the MSDS but it may be included a section entitled “Health Hazards”.  
(E) The potential route(s) of entry; mostly ingesting and inhaling, but some skin absorption. Ingestion includes touching the chemical with hands and then contacting food, cosmetics, beverage containers or smoking materials that are then put into the mouth.  Skin absorptive chemicals need adequate PPE.: Found in the body of the MSDS but it may be included a section entitled “Health Hazards”, listed in (D), above.  
(F) The OSHA permissible exposure limit, ACGIH Threshold Limit Value, and any other exposure limit used or recommended by the manufacturer, importer, or employer preparing the material safety data sheet, where available: Found in the body of the MSDS
(G) Whether the hazardous substance is listed in the National Toxicology Program (NTP) Annual Report on Carcinogens (latest edition) or has been found to be a potential carcinogen in the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) Monographs, (latest editions), or by OSHA: Found in the body of the MSDS but usually near the end after all the other information has been provided.
(H) Any generally applicable precautions for safe handling and use; including the appropriate hygienic practices, protective measures during repair and maintenance of contaminated equipment, and procedures for cleanup of spills and leaks. These need to be highlighted and stressed.: Found in the body of the MSDS. They might be included in the same section but are just as likely to be  split up into 2 sections: one may be entitled “Safe Handling” and the other might be entitled “Emergency Spills and Leaks”.  
(I) Any generally applicable control measures including appropriate engineering controls, work practices, or personal protective equipment: Found in the body of the MSDS. Look for a section which may be entitled “Personal Protective Equipment”.
(J) Emergency and first-aid procedures: This section is one of the main reasons why MSDS must be immediately available at the work site.: Found in the body of the MSDS. May be entitled “First Aid Procedures or Medical Treatment”  
(K) The date of preparation of the material safety data sheet or the last change to it: Usually found in the title area on the first page or in the signature section at the bottom of the last page.
(L) The name, address and telephone number of the manufacturer, importer, employer, or other responsible party preparing or distributing the material safety data sheet, who can provide additional information on the hazardous substance and appropriate emergency procedures, if necessary: Usually found in the title area on the first page or in the signature section at the bottom of the last page; and 
(M) A description in lay terms of the specific potential health risks posed by the hazardous substance, which is intended to alert any person reading the information: Found in the body of the MSDS but it may be included a section entitled “Health Hazards”, listed in (D), above. 
GENERAL RULES ABOUT OBTAINING AND MAINTAINING MSDS:
The Cal/OSHA requirement is for employers to: 

· Maintain copies of any material safety data sheets for products and materials that are used in the operation and are on the Director's List of Hazardous Substances, 

· Maintain copies of any material safety data sheets that are received with incoming shipments of the sealed containers of hazardous substances, and which containers are not opened under normal conditions, 

· Obtain a material safety data sheet for sealed containers, which are not opened under normal conditions, of hazardous substances received without a material safety data sheet if an employee requests the material safety data sheet, 
(   MSDS are due with the initial shipment of product into your facility, and with
 the first shipment after the MSDS is updated. 
(   If one doesn’t arrive, it’s your responsibility as the employer, to get one from 
your supplier.

· MSDSs Must Be Accessible to Employees: Employers must ensure that the MSDSs are readily accessible during each work shift to employees when they are in their work area(s). If you have a fixed site, they must be located on the site itself in an area which is open to the employees.

· How Do You Know If Your MSDS has been Updated or Revised: Look to the date of preparation (Section (K), listed above.) If revisions have been made which are different from your existing MSDS, the dates will differ. This is a quick way to ascertain if changes have occurred in the MSDS. However, the manufacturer is not required to highlight which changes have occurred. So you’re going to have to compare your older MSDS and your newer one, side by side; until you locate the changes. Then provide appropriate training to the affected employees on those updates.   Although most distributors and manufacturers send updates when the substances change, some are not as diligent regarding this regulation.  Therefore, it is good business practice to request an updated MSDS approximately every 2-3 years.  Further, make certain that you obtain a new MSDS if you change manufacturers of one of your products as the formulation and exposures could be different.
YOUR TRAINING REQUIREMENTS

You must train your employees on the hazards of the substances that they will be working with. That means that you need to read the MSDS and analyze it for hazards first.  Further, you are required to provide the following information about hazardous substances:
a) to personally receive information regarding hazardous substances to which they may be exposed

b) for their physician to receive this information

c) against discharge or other discrimination due to exercising these rights of access

Training on MSDSs can be complicated. One way to get your employees to remember the information, is to concentrate on the most pertinent hazard of the material. Often times, you can get a clue on the type of hazard you should concentrate on, from the Manufacturer’s label and then focus your training on that specific hazard. 

For instance, if the real hazard of a material is that it is:

· Flammable: Go to the Flammability section(s) and discuss the hazard and emergency information.

· Health: Go to the Basic Ingredients section to determine what you are dealing with, then review the Health Hazards and Personal Protective sections.

· Reactive: Go to the Reactivity section to see if any of the substances your material with react with, are substances that your worker will use within his work space or encounter in the job site.

· Has Special Hazards or Requires Special Personal Protective Equipment: Go to these sections, and discern what your employees need to know to work safely with the substance.

Segment your training, if possible. For fixed site operations, focus your training departmentally or by specific operation or location.  It is critical that the information given to the employees is job and chemical specific and not generic.  Make sure your workers do understand the chemicals they actually use.
What If The Information On The MSDS Scares You

Only you can determine if the benefits of the materials you use, outweigh the hazards to your employees. If you determine that the material you are using is more trouble than its worth to you or if you find that you’re uncomfortable with the information you are reading, explore your options to substitute the materials, manufacturers or the processes you are using: 

a) determine if you can use another substance 

b) consider if you can substitute another product you are using in your process, to   

    reduce any combined effects which compound that overall hazard 

c) alter the process or application method;  to reduce the overall hazard to your 
    employees.

In fixed site operations, the expense of making changes to the process may make the cost of substitution prohibitive. Try contacting other suppliers to see if there are other substances which will perform for your operation but not require expensive investments in machinery or equipment; as might be required in a process change. 

If no substitution can be made, you need to follow the safety recommendations provided on the MSDS. 

If All the Required Information Isn’t Provided or You Can’t Get an MSDS

You, as the employer, have 7 working days to submit a written request for the MSDS to the manufacturer, producer or seller; if you note that information is missing from the MSDS or the manufacturer or distributor did not provide you with a copy of the MSDS. They have 15 days from the receipt of your request, to comply with your request. If you have not received a response, contact the Director at Cal/OSHA within 25 days, along with a copy of the original written request you sent. They will intervene on your behalf.
To obtain more information about Material Safety Data Sheet go to: 

	S.C.B.A. website: www.socalbuilders.org 

State Fund website:  www.scif.com. We’ve placed a link on the SCBA website Home Page

Cal/OSHA website: www.dir.ca.gov We’ve placed a link to the Cal/OSHA Website on the SCBA Website Home Page


