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Employers have responsibilities beyond their own employees: 
■ Contracting 
Contractors who enter a facility must be informed by the employer of the worksite about potential  chemical 
hazards to which the contractor’s employees may be exposed.  A contractor is obligated to inform the employer 
of the worksite about any hazardous chemicals the contracting crew may be bringing on the site. 
 
■ Fire Departments 
Employers must supply a list of chemicals and a diagram which can identify work areas where chemicals are 
used or stored-to the local fire department.  Upon request of the fire department an employer must forward an 
MSDS as well. 
 
■ Community Access 
A member of the community may request copies of a particular facility’s lists or MSDS through The Right to 
Know division of the Rhode Island Department of Labor and Training. The Emergency Planning and 
Community Right to Know Act is another federal rule; it directs firms to disclose toxic data to local officials 
and to the public.  States are then charged with the responsibility to develop plans for chemical leaks, fires, 
spills and other emergencies. Employers must submit data on hazardous chemicals to a Local Emergency 
Planning Committee (LEPC) and the fire department. Data must include the identify of hazardous chemicals on 
site, as well as their locations and amounts.  A facility must also supply MSDSs if asked.  Additional 
information must be supplied.  This includes data on the routine release of some 320 toxic chemicals into the 
air, water or soil. Furthermore, if there is an accidental release of any one of a large list of chemicals it must 
be reported to the LEPC and other agencies. 
 
This brochure is not  a complete summary of your  obligations, nor is the information provided intended to 
determine full compliance with any state or federal law  concerning this health and safety issue, or as a 
substitute for medical or legal advice. 
 
Equal opportunity employer/program. Auxiliary aids and services are available upon request to individuals with disabilities 
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   IMPORTANT TELEPHONE NUMBERS 
• RI Workers’ Compensation Education Unit  -     (401) 462-8100 - press “1” 
• RI Dept. of Labor & Training: Right to Know Division -               (401) 462-8570 - press  “5” 
• RI Committee on Occupational Safety & Health -                  (401) 751-2015 
• RI Emergency Management Agency -                 (401) 222-3039 
• RI Dept. of Health/ OSHA Consultation -     (401) 222-2438 
• RI Dept. of Emergency Management  -     (401) 222-2808 
• US Dept. of Labor - OSHA -         (401) 528-4669 
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ChemicalsChemicals  
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               Right to Know Rules 
               F e d e r a l - O S H A  
 
Hazard  Communication Standard (1910.1200) 
 
Known as  HAZ COMM, this requires that employers 
must inform and train their workers about the hazards of 
chemicals.  This must be done through a written Hazard 
Communication program. 
Each employer must gather information on the hazards 
of the chemicals they use.  (Most will get this data from 
their chemical supplier; some may actually develop their 
own information.  Pertinent data must be relayed to 
employees through training programs, product labeling, 
and through MSDS (Material Safety Data Sheets). 
 
■ Training - must be performed prior to a job 
assignment or whenever a new hazard is introduced into 
the work area.   Training is to cover the following: 
•Operations in work area where hazards are present. 
•Appropriate methods to detect hazards. 
•Physical and health hazards of chemicals in the 
work area. 
•Proper protective procedures for workers. 
•Unforeseen hazards a worker may encounter 
while performing non routine tasks. 
•How to read labels, and how to obtain and properly 
read an MSDS (Material Safety Data Sheet). 

 
 
 
 

■ Labels - A simple way to warn people about the haz-
ards of a chemical is through labels. The HAZCOMM rule 
states that each hazardous chemical container must be 
labeled or tagged to identify those hazards.  A label must 
identify the chemical, and include a hazard warning.  (If 
however, a chemical is governed by a specific OSHA 
health standard, then the label must follow the format 
dictated by that standard). 
■ Material Safety Data Sheets - A cornerstone of all 
Right to Know regulations is the Material Safety Data 
Sheet, or the MSDS.  The firm that produces or imports the 
chemical product is mandated by OSHA to supply the 
MSDS.  An MSDS is designed to answer questions like: 
•  What is the actual identity of the product? 
•  How can the product be harmful? 
•  What protection should be used? 
•  Can the product explode? 
•  Is it a fire hazard? 
•  What happens in the case of a spill? 
•  How would the product be handled or stored                     

safely? 
 
OSHA requires the following information to be sup-
plied on the Material Safety Data Sheet: 
  
Health Hazards  Emergency  First Aid 
 
Exposure limits  Signs/symptoms of exposure 
 
Route of entry  Hazardous ingredients 
 
Chemical identity  Name, address, phone of 
   MSDS’s creator 
 
Proper disposal  Protection for workers 
 
Physical hazards  Safe handling use/storage 
 
Controls, work practices Protective equipment 
 
  Conditions and materials 

  HAZARDOUS CHEMICALS 
Protection under OSHA’s Hazard Communication 
Standard (HCS) includes all workers exposed to 
hazardous chemicals in all industrial sectors.  This 
standard is based on a simple concept- that employees 
have both a need and a right to know the hazards and the 
identities of the chemicals they are exposed to when 
working.  
According to OSHA’s March, 2004 report, more than 30 
million American workers are exposed to hazardous 
chemicals in their workplace.  OSHA’s hazard 
communication standard covers some 650,000 hazardous 
chemical products found in over three million 
establishments.  
The HCS covers both physical hazards such as 
flammability or the potential for explosions, and health 
hazards including both acute and chronic effects. 
Together, the actions of the employers and employees 
will prevent the occurrence of adverse effects caused by 
the use of chemicals in the workplace. 
All workplaces where employees are exposed to 
hazardous chemicals must have a written program which 
describes how the standard will be implemented in that 
facility. The written plan must include: 
• A list of the chemicals present at the site 
• Who is responsible for the various aspects 
• Where written materials will be made available 
• How the requirements for labels and other forms of 

warning, msds, and employee information and 
training are going to be met in the facility 

 

    The RI Right to Know Law Requires...                      
Each employer subject to the law must develop an 
alphabetical list of hazardous chemicals.  For those 
employers who  have questions concerning  
compliance, contact the RI Department of Labor 
and Training - Right to Know Division. 
 
■ Each chemical must be cross referenced to its 
scientific identity or to its hazardous ingredients. 
 
■ Lists can be broken down by department or work 
area.  These lists must be kept up to date (and 
retained by the company for 30 yrs). In addition, 
lists must be sent to the local fire department and to 
the RI Department of Labor and Training on an 
annual basis. 
 
■ Labels should clearly identify the substance and 
show hazards.  If chemicals are in a process, sealed 
containers or pipes, then it is sufficient to post a 
placard or use a process sheet to inform those 
workers.  The employer is not required to label 
portable containers into which designated 
substances are transferred from labeled containers, 
and which are intended only for the immediate use 
of the employee who performs the transfer. 
 
■ It is the responsibility of each employer to train 
and inform their employees about chemical hazards 
in the workplace.  Usually based on the information 
supplied on the MSDS, an employee’s training must 
include as a bare minimum the following: 

•Nature of chemical hazards 
•Appropriate measures including personal 
protective equipment. 
•Emergency procedures. 

Workers must receive training (1) prior to their 
initial job assignment, (2) whenever a new 
chemical hazard is introduced into the work area 
and (3) at least once a year. Evidence of this 
training must be sent to the RI Dept. of Labor and 
Training annually. 

There are many laws that regulate toxic chemicals. 
Some are called Right to Know Laws.  These laws 
can be federal, state or local. Some require 
employers to inform employees about chemical 
hazards in the worksite.  Some direct employers to 
disclose information to state and local agencies 
such as the fire department and the public.  Certain 
employers must document how emergencies will be 
handled or how much of the toxic product is 
released from their business into the atmosphere. 

The State of Rhode Island has its own Right to 
Know regulations.  These require employers 
(including state agencies and municipalities) to 
disclose information about hazardous 
chemicals used at a worksite to their 
employees.  Local fire departments and the 
public must also be informed about these 
chemicals and their locations. 
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