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Environmental Compliance for 
Health and Safety Professionals 
The Recent Past and Near Future of Compliance 

Over 30 years ago, when I began my career, the role of an industrial hygienist was to identify, evaluate and 

control workplace health hazards 1. Today, however, many practitioners-myself included-have a different 

focus. Our role is no longer limited to workplace exposures. We must a/so direct environmental compliance 

and due diligence efforts. 

BY GARY GANSON 

How did this change come about, and what does the future of en
vironmental compliance hold for health and safety professionals? 
This article briefly recaps the history of environmental compliance 
in the U.S. and suggests how its development has affected and will 
contiime to impact our profession over the next several years. 

A Tale of Two Agencies 
The industrial hygienist's focus on workplace safety and health 
began to change with the 1970 passage of the Occupational 
Safety and Health Aet, which promulgated a new standard of en
forcement. Over the years, general industry and the industrial 
hygiene profession were challenged to maintain compliance with 
new mles regarding workplace exposures. The industrial hygien
ist's role has evolved to keep pace with the sheer number and 
scope of OSHA standards. 

The year 1970 also saw the creation of the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), which consolidated a variety of federal 
research, monitoring, standards-setting and enforcement activi
ties focused on the protection of human health and the natural 
environment. Although the industrial hygiene and safety profes
sion didn't experience the same rapid infusion of standards as 
with OSHA, much of EPA's activity has directly affected the in
dustrial profession. (See the sidebar on page 36 for a brief sum
mary of changes brought about by EPA.) 

My first exposure to EPA compliance n1les occurred in 1979. 
While working at a steel plant, I was asked to manage the com
pliance requirements for polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in the 
plant hydraulic and electrical system. This required setting up a 
program to test the dielectric and hydraulic fluids, find suitable 

replacements, locate sites for proper storage and disposal, and 
label systems that contained concentrations greater than 50 parts 
per million (PPM). In addition to my responsibilities as manager 
of the industrial hygiene program, I had to learn how to bring 
the plant into compliance with EPA rules. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, government demonstrated in
creasing willingness to regulate and manage our environment 
while making relatively few changes to the compliance model 
for OSHA. For confirmation of this disparity, look no further 
than the size of the eode of federal regulations (CFR) for EPA, 
title 49, versus title 29, which includes the general industry 
(1910) and construction standards (1926). Today, industrial hy
gienists must understand the basics of industrial hygiene and 
attain functional knowledge of myriad EPA standards. 

Expanding Roles 
The 1980s ushered in the dual focus of the multitalented indus
trial hygienist. Because the EPA mission includes the protection 
of human health and the environment, industrial hygienists were 
a perfect fit. With their understanding of risk assessment meth
ods, industrial hygienists and safety professionals in the 1980s 
were already prepared to conduct the EPA-required qualitative 
and quantitative evaluations. As compliance managers and con
sultants, industrial hygienists met new challenges and grappled 
with increased responsibilities. In general industry, industrial 
hygienists oversaw the development of water quality programs, 
hazardous waste management, air emissions inventories and 
reduction systems, and contaminated soils and hazardous waste 
site investigations. 
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Certification also provided credibility. Certified industrial 
hygienists are educated in the basics of chemical, biological, 
radiological and physical hazards; certified safety professionals 
are steeped in knowledge of hazard assessments. All that these 
professionals needed to effectively manage environmental com
plimlce was an understanding of the rules and applicable state 
requirements. 

Many of these requirements went into effect at a time when 
the rules for managing environmental programs were becoming 
more restrictive and expensive to implement. The fines for EPA 
violations also increased and were more expensive than those 
imposed by OSHA. Therefore, company policy, management and 
operations accorded much more attention to EPA rules and en
forcement. Many companies adopted environmental due dili
gence practices, implemented environmental strategies and 
embraced mission statements that included worker health and 
safety and environmental management. Since the 1986 Asbestos 
Hazard and Emergency Response Act (AHERA), eve1y industrial 
hygienist has been involved in some aspect of environmental 
compliance with asbestos. 

As industrial hygienists and safety professionals in general 
industry met the challenges of changing roles, consultants expe
rienced similar changes. Consulting indust1ial hygienists gained 
expertise in environmental compliance. Today, nearly 35 percent 
of AIHA members are consultants. In addition to practicing pure 
industrial hygiene, today's consultants conduct environmental 
due diligence inspections, environmental site assessments, and 
hazardous waste site evaluations; oversee clean-up design; 
manage storm water prevention plans, water pollution preven
tion plans, and air emission recovery and capture systems; and 
enforce many other compliance requirements. 

The Next 30 Years 
What will be the role of the industrial hygienist and safety profes
sional over the next few decades? The focus on compliance will 
certainly increase, as will the demand for educated, motivated 
and systems-skilled industrial hygienists. Colleges and universi
ties will likely emphasize environmental management in their 
curricula and new technology in professional development 
courses. Industrial hygienists will need to hone their skills in 
compliance programs. 

For the foreseeable future, government regulations will ebb 
and flow with changes in focus and leadership. But the health 
and safety of our workers and the environment we all share is 
likely to remain at a critical point. Improvements in communica
tion have made everyone more aware of the serious problems 
that plague our environment, yet we cannot ignore our workers. 
Companies must find the balance between protecting worker 
health and safety and protecting our natural resources. Leading 
this effort is the industrial hygienist as a manager of environ
mental compliance and worker health and safety. 

For the past thirty years, I've been privileged to meet and 
work with many exciting industrial hygienists and safety profes
sionals as they paved the way for new monitoring equipment 
during the microprocessor age and introduced new processes 
that have reduced worker deaths, illnesses and injuries. These 
pioneers have also helped industrial hygienists cross over to the 
environmental management and compliance fields. Over the 
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next thirty years, I expect industrial hygienists and safety pro
fessionals to more fully engage in the science of human health 
and environmental protection. ..Zt· 
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