Final Report

SAFE Project File No SOC 97 201817

Assessment of the usefulness of
Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS) for SMEs
ANTON GEYER, GÜNTHER KITTEL (ppm research+consulting) 
LUCIE VOLLEBREGT, JACO WESTRA (Chemiewinkel, Universiteit van Amsterdam)
HENNING WRIEDT (Beratungs- und Informationsstelle Arbeit & Gesundheit e.V.) 

Linz, April 1999

Final Report

SAFE Project File No SOC 97 201817

Assessment of the usefulness of
Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS) for SMEs
Project co-financed in the framework of the call for proposals for preparatory measures and pilot projects for the future implementation of the Safety Actions for Europe programme SAFE by:

Commission of the European Union, Directorate-General V, 
Employment, Industrial Relations and Social Affairs 
File No SOC 97 201817

April 1999

ANTON GEYER, GÜNTHER KITTEL (ppm research+consulting) 
LUCIE VOLLEBREGT, JACO WESTRA (Chemiewinkel, Universiteit van Amsterdam)
HENNING WRIEDT (Beratungs- und Informationsstelle Arbeit & Gesundheit e.V.)

ppm

research+consulting

Kaplanhofstraße 1
4020 Linz, Austria
Tel.: +43 732 78 20 78
Fax: +43 732 78 20 78 99
ppm.linz@ppm.at


[image: image1.wmf]
CHEMIEWINKEL
Nieuwe Achtergracht 166
Postbus 20242
1000 HE Amsterdam
Tel.: +31 20 525 56 07
Fax: +31 20 525 56 15
chemiewinkel@chem.uva.nl 

Arbeit &
Gesundheit
Schanzenstraße 75
D-20357 Hamburg
Tel.: +49 - 40 - 439 28 58
Fax: +49 - 40 - 439 28 18
A+Gberatung@powerOnline.Net


Summary

Objectives and Methodology

Safety Data Sheets (SDS) under EU Directives 91/155/EEC and 93/112/EC aim at providing professional users of dangerous substances and preparations with the information needed for safe handling of the products in the workplace and the environment. With the project “Assessment of the Usefulness of Material Safety Data Sheets for SMEs” we threw some light on the use of SDS in small companies. In particular we looked at the use and usefulness of SDS in SMEs and asked the users for their opinion about this information tool.

The research was jointly carried out in Austria, Germany, and the Netherlands by conducting and evaluating in total fifty interviews with representatives of SMEs. The interviewees were selected from four business sectors: car repair shops, plastic processing companies, metal works, and dental laboratories. In addition, sixteen suppliers of dangerous chemicals and fifteen representatives of umbrella organisations and experts in government organisations were interviewed.

Use of Safety Data Sheets in SMEs

Many SMEs stated that SDS were often not supplied to them unsolicited. However, SMEs were frequently not familiar with the fact that SDS are only obligatory with products which are labelled as dangerous. As a consequence those interviewees were not aware if they actually have received the SDS which they should receive according to legal requirements. Whether an SDS contains full, consistent and accurate information was hardly ever checked: The interviewees took the correctness of the contents for granted. SMEs rarely get in contact with their supplier to ask for additional information, although they consider suppliers to be the first ones they should contact if queries arise.

Sections 3 (Hazards identification), 4 (First-aid), 7 (Handling and storage) and 8 (Personal protection) of the SDS were the most frequently mentioned sections to be looked at. A majority of SMEs was not familiar with the concept and the meaning of R- and S-phrases and many SMEs found it difficult to interpret physical-chemical data and technical expressions. 

Safety Data Sheets were hardly used for practical purposes inside the company. Collecting and filing Safety Data Sheets were often the sole activities with respect to SDS. Only occasionally SMEs used SDS for oral information and instruction of employees. Just a small minority of the companies used SDS to write up OHS-working instructions. Selecting personal protective equipment, setting up a dangerous substance inventory, and improving the information of employees were the most often mentioned consequences of using SDS.

Criticism and Suggestions of the Interviewees on the SDS Concept

The users in SMEs said that especially the information on precautionary measures provided in SDS is being poor and unspecific. They claimed that suppliers ought to pay more attention to practical measures such as information on personal protective equipment. SMEs found SDS too technical, too voluminous, but simultaneously too vague. According to the interviewees, the information in SDS is ill-structured and some sections contain redundant information. Hence, many SMEs, and some suppliers and experts with authorities, proposed improving the lay-out of Safety Data Sheets by means of graphic symbols, pictograms or colour codes. Many SMEs suggested a shorter format of Safety Data Sheets, or an additional one-page document.

The suppliers stated that they usually do not consider comprehensibility for SMEs when they compile SDS. Despite this fact a majority of the interviewees in SMEs said that SDS are comprehensible, even though many of those who said so had never made practical use of Safety Data Sheets.

Recommendations

Based on the findings in this research the following recommendations were derived which aim at improving the use and usefulness of Safety Data Sheets in SMEs:

· The use of safety signs (Directive 92/58/EEC) in SDS should be made compulsory. 

· The legal requirements on how to compile Safety Data Sheets should be further specified in order to increase the quality of the information provided.

· Users in SMEs should be represented in working groups and advisory bodies engaged in the further development of Safety Data Sheets.

· The supplying of SDS should be made obligatory for preparations not labelled dangerous but containing dangerous substances above a certain threshold level.

· Models should be developed which allow electronic access, delivery, and use of Safety Data Sheets in SMEs.

· Improved inspection activities should check the compliance of suppliers of dangerous preparations with European and national SDS regulations.

· Hazard communication guides for SMEs should be developed which aim at integrating SDS into a broader hazard communication and management approach. 

· Measures aimed at qualifying users in SMEs should be taken. Training and information programmes on preventive occupational health & safety management in small companies should be improved.

· Action to stimulate the translation of SDS information into easy to understand workplace instructions should be developed. The competent authorities should consider making workplace instructions derived from SDS information compulsory for users of dangerous substances.
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