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PurposePurposePurposePurposePurpose

To use Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDSs) to
understand the specific hazards of products
you work with.

To fill in the gaps in MSDSs by using New
Jersey Fact Sheets.
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TaskTaskTaskTaskTask
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� Answer questions on nextAnswer questions on nextAnswer questions on nextAnswer questions on nextAnswer questions on next
two pages.two pages.two pages.two pages.two pages.

Your group is the health and safety committee at ComfoSeat.
Some of the local union’s members who work in the warehouse
have expressed a concern about some of the stored chemicals,

especially the waste drums.  Here’s the situation:

   Several drums of unused products and wastes are
stored close together.  Some containers are corroded
and look like they are leaking.

   The chemicals stored are acetone, a solvent, and so-
dium hydroxide (caustic soda), a strong alkali. The
workers in the storage area can smell some chemicals
which makes them suspect that they are being exposed
to chemicals in air.  They think that at least one of the
drums of acetone is leaking.

   Your task is to develop a list of major health and safety concerns for
the workers in the warehouse.  Answer the questions on the next two
pages to help you with your list of concerns.  Use the MSDS for
acetone, the product that seems to be leaking.  Also use the fact sheets
which follow to help decipher the MSDS and decide if you have major
concerns about this storage area.
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1. According to the following MSDS for acetone, how can the product
          get into your body?  (See the “Health Hazards” section on the
         MSDS.)

2. What health problems does this MSDS tell you about?

A. Short term (Acute)

B. Long term (Chronic)

3. According to this MSDS, can this product cause cancer?  (Look
for the word “Carcinogenic” on the MSDS.  This means cancer-
causing. If the MSDS has “Y” or “Yes,” the product causes cancer.)

Task 1Task 1Task 1Task 1Task 1
continuedcontinuedcontinuedcontinuedcontinued
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� Answer the 9 questionsAnswer the 9 questionsAnswer the 9 questionsAnswer the 9 questionsAnswer the 9 questions
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� Develop a list of majorDevelop a list of majorDevelop a list of majorDevelop a list of majorDevelop a list of major
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4. Can this product catch on fire or explode?  (Tip: See fact sheet
called “Will It Burn or Explode” in previous section.)  Why do you
think there is/is not a fire hazard?

5. According to this MSDS, what personal protective equipment
      (ppe) should the warehouse workers be using, if any?  (Look at

“Personal Protection” section and “Spill and Leak” section.)

6. According to this MSDS, is there any problem in storing acetone
next to caustic soda, a strong alkali (base)? (See “Reactivity” or
“Storage" section on MSDS.)

7. What is your list of health and safety concerns for the warehouse
workers?

Task 1Task 1Task 1Task 1Task 1
continuedcontinuedcontinuedcontinuedcontinued

� Develop a list of majorDevelop a list of majorDevelop a list of majorDevelop a list of majorDevelop a list of major
health and safety concerns.health and safety concerns.health and safety concerns.health and safety concerns.health and safety concerns.
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8. What problems did you have in finding information on this
MSDS?

9. What problems do you think you would have in using an
MSDS during an emergency?

Task 1Task 1Task 1Task 1Task 1
continuedcontinuedcontinuedcontinuedcontinued � Develop a list of majorDevelop a list of majorDevelop a list of majorDevelop a list of majorDevelop a list of major

health and safety concerns.health and safety concerns.health and safety concerns.health and safety concerns.health and safety concerns.
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MSDS for Acetone
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MSDS for Acetone (continued)
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An MSDS is a chemical fact sheet that tells you what a chemical
can do to you and how to protect yourself.  These fact sheets
are usually 2-10 pages long.  Sometimes they are very technical

and hard to understand.

   The most important sections of the MSDS are:The most important sections of the MSDS are:The most important sections of the MSDS are:The most important sections of the MSDS are:The most important sections of the MSDS are:

1. Health Hazard Data — How can it make you sick?
2. Fire and Explosion Data — Can it catch on fire or ex-

plode?
3. Control Measures or Special Protection — How can

you keep it out of the air and out of your body?
4. Precautions — What are safer ways to work with this
product?

   These four sections will tell you what the chemical can do to you and
how you can protect yourself.  Remember that your employer has to
train you on how to read and use all sections of the MSDS.

   Sometimes MSDSs do not have all the information you need.  Some-
times the information is incomplete or wrong.  But, they can be very
useful.  Start with the MSDS to find out what chemicals are in
the products you work with.  Then, you can find information about
those chemicals from other sources, too.

   More OSHA requirements for MSDSs:More OSHA requirements for MSDSs:More OSHA requirements for MSDSs:More OSHA requirements for MSDSs:More OSHA requirements for MSDSs:

� No blank spaces are allowed.
� Each MSDS must be dated.  If the date is more than

three years old, ask for any updates that may have
been issued.

MSDSs: The FourMSDSs: The FourMSDSs: The FourMSDSs: The FourMSDSs: The Four
Most Important SectionsMost Important SectionsMost Important SectionsMost Important SectionsMost Important Sections

Fact Sheet #1Fact Sheet #1Fact Sheet #1Fact Sheet #1Fact Sheet #1
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Fact Sheet #2Fact Sheet #2Fact Sheet #2Fact Sheet #2Fact Sheet #2
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Fact Sheet #2, continuedFact Sheet #2, continuedFact Sheet #2, continuedFact Sheet #2, continuedFact Sheet #2, continued
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In Your Work Area and On Your ShiftIn Your Work Area and On Your ShiftIn Your Work Area and On Your ShiftIn Your Work Area and On Your ShiftIn Your Work Area and On Your Shift

   OSHA’s Hazard Communication Standard requires your employer to
keep an MSDS for each product you work with in a place that is “acces-
sible” to you on your shift.  Storing MSDSs in the nurse’s office which is
closed on the midnight shift does not comply with the law!  The employer
has to train you about the chemicals you work with.  This training should
include how to read an MSDS and where to find them in your workplace.

UpdatesUpdatesUpdatesUpdatesUpdates

   The manufacturer of the product writes the MSDS.  They have to look
up any studies that have been done on the chemicals.  They have to up-
date the MSDS if scientists discover new hazards AND distribute the
updated MSDS to buyers of this product.

Contact the ManufacturerContact the ManufacturerContact the ManufacturerContact the ManufacturerContact the Manufacturer

   If you need more information, the phone number and address of the
person who wrote the data sheet has to be on the MSDS.

  Most Important:  Most Important:  Most Important:  Most Important:  Most Important:

   1. Your employer must let you see an MSDS during the shift that
you ask for it.

   2. Your employer must give you and/or a union representative a
copy of the MSDS if you ask for it.  Make your request in
writing.  Your employer has 15 working days to respond.  (See
Source #2.)

Sources:  (1)  OSHA’s Hazard Communication Standard, 29 CFR 1910.1200
    (2)  OSHA’s Standard on Access to Medical and Exposure Records, 29 CFR 1910.20

MSDSs and Your RightsMSDSs and Your RightsMSDSs and Your RightsMSDSs and Your RightsMSDSs and Your Rights



The Problems with MSDS'sThe Problems with MSDS'sThe Problems with MSDS'sThe Problems with MSDS'sThe Problems with MSDS's

MSDS’s are extremely important to give you information you
need.  But beware!  These sheets have many problems.  Try
checking the information on an MSDS with another resource

to make sure it is complete.

   Here’s what the American Lung Association thinks about MSDS’s:

“Unfortunately, information presented on an MSDS may be incomplete or
inaccurate.  This is particularly true for information on health effects
that workers may experience from low-level chemical exposure over a long
period of time.”

OSHA Does Not Review or Approve the Information on MSDS’sOSHA Does Not Review or Approve the Information on MSDS’sOSHA Does Not Review or Approve the Information on MSDS’sOSHA Does Not Review or Approve the Information on MSDS’sOSHA Does Not Review or Approve the Information on MSDS’s

   OSHA says that certain information has to be on an MSDS.  (See
OSHA's suggested form in Fact Sheet #2 for
details.)  But they don't check each MSDS to make
sure the information is correct.

   Here are some common problems:

�� It's hard to find information.It's hard to find information.It's hard to find information.It's hard to find information.It's hard to find information.  Every manu-
facturer has their own format for MSDSs. For
instance, you have to look in a different place to
find "health effects" on each one.

�   The information can be incomplete,The information can be incomplete,The information can be incomplete,The information can be incomplete,The information can be incomplete,
misleading and, sometimes, just wrong.misleading and, sometimes, just wrong.misleading and, sometimes, just wrong.misleading and, sometimes, just wrong.misleading and, sometimes, just wrong.  It's
all up to the chemical manufacturer to get it right.
Conflict of interest, maybe?

Fact Sheet #4Fact Sheet #4Fact Sheet #4Fact Sheet #4Fact Sheet #4
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Fact Sheet #4, continuedFact Sheet #4, continuedFact Sheet #4, continuedFact Sheet #4, continuedFact Sheet #4, continued

   The Seattle Area Hospital Council conducted a study on 476
MSDS’s to see how accurate they were.  Here’s what they found:

   Only 46.6% of the 476 MSDSs reviewed had all the blanks filled in,
and only 3.2% had all the required elements present!

�   Full of technical jargon.Full of technical jargon.Full of technical jargon.Full of technical jargon.Full of technical jargon.  An MSDS looks like alphabet
soup with all those PELs and TLVs, LELs and LD50's.  They're
hard to understand!  That's why training on MSDSs is essential.

Source:  Industrial Hygiene News Report 29, November 1986 (Lake Marcos, CA,
  Fluornoy Publisher.)
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Now look at the New Jersey Hazardous Substance Fact Sheet
for acetone (at the end of the section), especially the summary
on the front page and the Health Effects section on the second
page.

    1.  What new information did you find about the short and long-
         term health effects of acetone from the New Jersey Fact Sheet?

    2. Do you find the New Jersey Fact Sheets easier to read than
MSDSs or about the same?  Why?

Task
2

� Use the New Jersey FactUse the New Jersey FactUse the New Jersey FactUse the New Jersey FactUse the New Jersey Fact
Sheet to find out moreSheet to find out moreSheet to find out moreSheet to find out moreSheet to find out more
about acetone.about acetone.about acetone.about acetone.about acetone.
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Other Sources of InformationOther Sources of InformationOther Sources of InformationOther Sources of InformationOther Sources of Information

New Jersey Hazardous Substance Fact Sheets.New Jersey Hazardous Substance Fact Sheets.New Jersey Hazardous Substance Fact Sheets.New Jersey Hazardous Substance Fact Sheets.New Jersey Hazardous Substance Fact Sheets.

MSDSs are a good tool, but limited.  Many MSDSs are very
confusing to read or are missing information.  It is ALWAYS
a good idea to check another source for information.

The New Jersey Department of Health has developed detailed fact
sheets on more than 1000 different chemicals.

New Jersey Hazardous Substance Fact Sheets are
very useful because:

1. They are written in everyday language.  There
           is also a glossary of technical terms and

                   definitions at the back of every fact sheet.

2. A brief summary of the most important
                  information is at the front of every fact sheet.

3. The Health Effects information is more
                   complete and clearer than many MSDSs.

How To Get Fact SheetsHow To Get Fact SheetsHow To Get Fact SheetsHow To Get Fact SheetsHow To Get Fact Sheets
o Get the name of the chemical(s) you are interested in from the

“Hazardous Ingredients” section of the product MSDS.  You have
to know the chemical, such as 1,1,1-trichloroethane, not the
brand name, “Safety Solve.”

o Contact the New Jersey Department of Health at (609) 984-
     2202. You can get up to 10 free fact sheets from them.  A

complete set of fact sheets can be purchased for about $300, or
           visit their website at www.state.nj.us/health/eoh/rtkweb/.

Fact Sheet #5Fact Sheet #5Fact Sheet #5Fact Sheet #5Fact Sheet #5
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o  New Jersey Fact Sheets are also available in English or Spanish
on RTKNet at http://www.state.nj.us/health/eoh/rtkweb/
rtkhsfs.htm.

o   The UAW Health and Safety Department also has a complete set
of New Jersey Fact Sheets and other resource materials.  Call
(313) 926-5563 or visit the UAW’s website at www.uaw.org,
health and safety section, under the chemical information icon.

.

Don’t be shy about contacting other resources in your area:Don’t be shy about contacting other resources in your area:Don’t be shy about contacting other resources in your area:Don’t be shy about contacting other resources in your area:Don’t be shy about contacting other resources in your area:

� Your UAW Regional Office, or other local unions, especially
if their members do similar work.

� Local COSH groups.
� Government agencies like the National Institute for Occu-

pational Safety and Health (NIOSH).
� Poison Control Centers.
� Local Health Departments.
� Your state's chapter of the American Lung Association --

some chapters have people trained in occupational health.

Fact Sheet #5, continuedFact Sheet #5, continuedFact Sheet #5, continuedFact Sheet #5, continuedFact Sheet #5, continued
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Your company is required by state and federal OSHA laws to
      have an MSDS for every hazardous chemical in the workplace.

. The company must make MSDSs “readily accessible during each
work shift to employees when they are in their work area.”  You
and union representatives also have the right to get written

     copies of MSDSs.

. MSDSs are supposed to have a lot of information, especially on:
♦ Health hazards — short and long term
♦ Fire hazards — flash point, LEL/UEL, vapor pressure
♦ Storage requirements — what to keep the product away

from
♦ How to protect yourself — what equipment and proce

dures to use
♦ Date — if the MSDS is more than 3 years old, ask if a

new one has been issued.

. Don't trust MSDSs alone.  Many MSDSs have missing or wrong
information or are just confusing to read.  They are a good place
to start, but always get information from other sources, too.

. The New Jersey Hazardous Substance Fact Sheets have easy-to-
understand information on health effects of a chemical on the first

      two pages.

.
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Talk to resource people for help in interpreting MSDSs or getting
more information.  Some suggestions are:  the UAW Health and
Safety Department at (313)-926-5563, Safety and Health groups
in your area (COSH groups), and government agencies like
OSHA, NIOSH, Poison Control Centers, or local health depart-
ments.

You need to be familiar with the information in MSDSs before
an emergency happens.  A good emergency response plan should
include chemical-specific information.  Specific procedures for
safe handling of dangerous chemical releases must also be writ-
ten down.

.

Í

SummarySummarySummarySummarySummary
continuedcontinuedcontinuedcontinuedcontinued
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