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Industrial Hygiene with No Limits* 

We are witnessing a momentous turning point in industrial 
hygiene history. The Occupational Safety and Health Adminis- 
tration (OSHA), with support from many employers, has "up- 
datedn permissible exposure limits (PELs) despite unions and 
their allies making the case that PELs are bankrupt, contaminated 
by corporate influence, and not protective of worker health. The 
way we operate on a day to day basis as practicing industrial 
llygienists has once again been directed toward the use of expo- 
sure limits and air sampling by this recent OSHA rule making. 
8" single concept dominates our field more thoroughly or influ- 
ences how we spend our time more strongly than these limits. If 
OSHA also succeeds in promulgating a generic standard for 
exposure monitoring, as they are proposing, we will be spending 
even more of our precious industrial hygiene time and talent 
~ollecting air samples. This standard would mandate collection 
of air samples for hundreds of chemicals in the workplace. The 
time has surely come to ask whether collection of such samples 
for comparison to PELs is a good use of an industrial hygienist's 
tilne and whether this activity benefits workers. 

The reality is that for the vast majority of chemicals, we have 
little or no chronic toxicity data. Even when we do, we usually 
don't know the chemical's effects on lung function, nervous 
system function, immune or endocrine system function, repro- 
ductive function, or other vital bodily functions. Without such 
data, claims that we know what exposures are permissible and 
will not harm workers are false. 

Testimony presented by the New Jersey State Department 
of Health (NJSDOH), at the hearings on OSHA's proposal to 
"update" the PELS:' showed a random sample of both present 
and proposed PELs to be grossly inadequate when compared to 
health-based guidelines derived from the Environmental Pro- 
tection Agency's (EPA's) Integrated Risk Information System 
(IRIS) database."' 

The IRIS database was developed by EPA within the last 
two years to collect and review systematically human and animal 
[oxicological data on chemicals of environmental concern. It 
currently contains reviews of 370 chemicals and is meant to 
support EPA and other governmental regulators in their efforts. 
Yet this database was ignored by OSHA during the recent PEL 
rule making. 

The New Jersey Department of Health used widely accepted 
risk assessment methodology to extrapolate from reference doses 
and unit risks in the IRIS database in order to calculate occupa- 
tional guidelines. For 43 chemicals studied by the NJSDOH, the 
mean present PEL was 9.5 mg/ m3, the mean proposed PEL was 
7.5 mg/m3, and the mean health-based guideline was 0.004 
mg/ m3. Thus, the updated PEL revisions are not significant in 
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comparison to the reductions needed to protect public health. In 
fact, from a risk standpoint, OSHA's updated PELs are essen- 
tially the same as the present PELs. The New Jersey State De- 
partment of Health concluded that the proposed OSHA PELs, 
now adopted, were based on outdated information and weak 
methodology and would not protect worker health. 

A recent article by Barry Castleman and Grace ziemJ3' as 
well as their testimony at the OSHA PEL hearings, documented 
corporate influence of the threshold limit values (TLVsB) and 
the unscientific, irregular procedures used by the American 
Conference of Governmental Industrial Hygienists (ACGIH) 
TLV Committee. Unpublished corporate communications were 
important in developing TLVs for 104 substances. For 15 of 
these, the TLV documentation was based solely on such infor- 
mation. The author's efforts to obtain written copies of this 
unpublished material, for independent scientific review, were 
mostly unsuccessful. Corporate representatives listed as consul- 
tants to the committee since 1970 were given primary responsi- 
bility for developing TLVs on proprietary chemicals of the 
companies that employed them. It was also shown that the TLV 
committee failed to use all available scientific data. No systematic 
literature searches were done in preparing documentations on 
hundreds of chemicals. This scandal leads to the inescapable 
conclusion that the ACGIH TLVs are tainted and unreliable. 
The Castleman/ Ziem article(3) has stirred up much controversy 
and some soul-searching at  the ACGIH. New, upgraded opera- 
tional guidelines and procedures for the Chemical Substances 
TLV Committee have recently been adopted.(4' ACGIH now 
plans to hire a staff person to do literature searches for the TLV 
committee. They still have not acted rigorously to avoid conflicts 
of interest among members, however. Instead of requiring dis- 
closure of corporate consulting relatjonships, they are using an 
honor system where members merely state upon appointment 
that they have no conflicts of interest. While some positive 
changes have been made, they do nothing to undo the damage 
already done by the present TLVs which were set under the old, 
dysfunctional system, and the changes do not go far enough to 
ensure that past mistakes will not be repeated. 

Exposure limits are theoretically helpful to workers. However, 
if we don't get the numbers right, and it looks like ACGIH and 
OSHA usually have not, then they are harmful. Exposure limits 
allow us to state, in a pseudoscientific way which is hard for 
workers to rebutt, that exposures are safe, when no ope really 
knows whether they are or are not. 

There are other reasons why exposure limits should be 
reevaluated. 

The End of Exposure Limits 

The time has come for all responsible industrial hygienists to 
stop using PELs and TLVs. We must realize that every time we 




