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Protecting Workers 
Lives and Limbs: 
A National COSH 
Call to Action  
Last October, Robert Higgins, 47, of Warwick 
and Kelvin Mattocks, 53, of Brockton, MA 
died after a pipe burst in a trench where 
they were working so forcefully the 12-foot 
walls surrounding them gave way. Another 
construction worker passing by saw them and 
heard their cries for help. The trench flooded 
so quickly, however, the two workers had no 
chance of survival. 
 “It rose so quick, it was almost like it never 
happened. Like they were never there,” he told 
the Boston Globe.  “They just disappeared under 
the water.”

Atlantic Drain, the firm operating the 
construction site in the South End in 
Boston, had failed to properly secure the 

trench against collapse. Federally mandated safe 
trenching practices and rules have existed for 
decades. 
 The federal Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) is well acquainted with 
Atlantic Drain, the Boston Globe reported at the 
time. Indeed, the company is one of 12 “severe 
violators” of workplace safety in the state and 
had been cited twice in the past two years for 
safety violations.
 The deaths of Robert Higgins and Kelvin 
Mattocks are just two examples of workers 
who died last year because their employers 
failed to observe effective workplace safety 
and basic safety rules. Since 2010 over 33,000 
workers have died at work. In addition to these 
fatalities, another 50,000-60,000 workers died 
from occupational illnesses [like mesothelioma, 
black lung, silicosis, and beryllium disease] due 
to workplace exposures. 

Rhode Island must make drastic changes to its energy and transportation 
sectors to meet long-term emission reductions – one of the conclusions 
reached by the Rhode Island Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reduction Plan. 

Released in December to meet a legislated mandate, the plan was developed by 
the Executive Climate Coordinating Council (EC4) to determine where the states’ 
greenhouse gases (GHG) emissions are coming from.
 The plan reports that 40 percent of those emissions – today and in 2050 – are 
and will be produced from the transportation sector - cars, trucks, buses, boats, 
planes, trains and farm equipment. Electricity used by homes and businesses is the 
next biggest category of emissions, accounting for 20 percent of greenhouse gases. 
Another 19 percent is for heating hot water and warmth in homes. The report also 
outlines how these sources of emissions might transform over the next 33 years. 
 In the short term, the report expresses confidence Rhode Island can reach its 
emission reduction target for 2020. The challenge is meeting longer range cuts — 
45 percent by 2035 and 80 percent by 2050. Both are far from certain and rely on 
innovation and undeveloped technology to transition away from natural gas and 
oil. The report also states how these sources of emissions might transform over the 
next 33 years. The biggest changes call for a dramatic shift from fossil fuel based 
sources –natural gas, gasoline and diesel power – to renewable energy including 
solar, biofuels, wind and water power. In order to cut emissions 80 percent by 2050, 
76 percent of car and truck travel must be fueled by electricity, according to the 
report.  
 One energy source the report does not address is embodied energy. This omission 
may distort its’ projections and affect future policy initiatives. 

Embodied energy is the sum of all energy inputs to produce goods and services. This 
includes various energy sources used during raw material extraction, transport, 
manufacturing, assembly, construction and end of life (disposal) phases. Each might 
rely at different stages on a variety of energy sources (fossil fuels, wood, water, solar 
etc.) with an accompanied measure (often estimates) of GHG emissions.

 

Thus, even if people shift from personal vehicles that run on fossil fuels to electric 
vehicles, there are still substantial and (unaccounted for) GHG emissions embedded 
in the manufacture of cars and in their shipping.  There are also GHG emissions from 
the infrastructure necessary to maintain our reliance on personal vehicles such as 
road maintenance, parking lot construction, parking garages etc. Therefore, Rhode 
Island needs to put a more robust emphasis on the use of public transit to reduce 
GHG and meet GHG emissions target reductions.  In aggregate, across U.S. cities, 
transit ridership reduces transportation fuel use and transportation GHG emissions 
by 2%.  
 The EC4 report doesn’t present a step-by-step plan or propose policies for how 
the state can reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Instead, it encourages exploration 
of existing initiatives and takes inventory of the sources of heat-trapping gases 
and projects including what they will look like going forward. For example, the 
report suggests that GHG emissions can be curtailed and jobs created by expanding 
energy-efficiency programs, fixing natural-gas leaks, reducing landfill gas emissions 
and supporting energy storage technologies and by supporting new development 
within the existing urban boundary and within state-approved growth centers, as 

R.I.’s Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions Reduction Project

continued on page 2 - Emissions



  ■ 2 ■                                            Spring • 2017THE RICOSH NEWSLETTER

THE RICOSH NEWSLETTER is a publication of the R.I. Committee for Occupational Safety and Health.

Newsletter Committee: James Celenza, Mary G. Harrington     Design: Second Story Graphics
Graphic images courtesy of: National OSHA

RICOSH   751 Westminster Street, Providence, RI 02903
T: 401.751.2015   •   F: 401.751.7520   •   E: jascelenza@gmail.com

Newsletter
Spring 2017

© 2017 RICOSH

Protecting Workers - continued from page 1

Protecting Workers’ Lives and Limbs: 
A Call to Action. 
 The National Council for Occupational Safety and Health (National 
COSH - a federation of local and statewide “COSH” groups [RICOSH is a 
member]) has issued a policy agenda called Protecting Workers’ Lives and 
Limbs: A Call to Action. Currently it has been endorsed by over 75 national 
and local organizations.

“Our movements are being challenged in this new era and now more than 
ever we need be to be clear on our shared principles as worker health and 
safety advocates,” said Jessica Martinez, co-director of the National COSH. 

 “The goals proposed in this agenda are common sense solutions to 
advance a vision we all share: ensure that all U.S. workers go to work in a 
safe and healthy job and can return to their home and families without injury 
or illness.”
 Local COSH groups are currently organizing congressional delegations 
to introduce the agenda and remind our elected officials that worker health 
and safety cannot be compromised under any political administration. 

The Protecting Workers’ Lives and Limbs platform goals include:  
   1. Make worker health and safety a priority 
 2. Ensure health and safety protection for all workers 
 3. Increase worker participation 
 4. Eliminate disparities in workplace illnesses, injuries and         
  fatalities and ensure equal access to safe, healthy workplaces   
  and protections 
 5.  Reduce, and work to eliminate, the widespread use of toxic    
  chemicals 
 6.  Ensure injured workers access to quality, timely medical    
   treatment and just wage replacement benefits 
 7.  Count all occupational injuries and illnesses 
 8.  Implement measures to adapt to and prevent further climate   
  change
These goals are an integral part of a broader effort to ensure the health and 
well-being of all working people in the U.S. In addition, the policy platform 
calls for an expansion of worker rights to join a union and/or worker center 
and bargain collectively; provision for paid sick and family medical leave; 
adoption of a higher minimum wage indexed to inflation; pay equity across 
gender and race; and affordable, high-quality health care.
 Numerous studies show health and safety improvements on the job 
require tough enforcement of laws and regulations. These must be backed up 
by new and effective prevention-focused standards, expanded research and 
public health workforce development programs and coverage for all workers 
in the country and hazard surveillance programs that identify the array of 
specific hazards in specific workplaces.

outlined in the state plan Land Use 2025.  All can be helped by 
economic-stimulus programs. 
What Now?
 At some point, we will want to translate the GHG report and 
ongoing analysis to agents, activities and agencies that can help 
modify and mitigate rising GHG emissions. 
 Several proposals have been floated. One is a fee on fossil 
fuels at the first point of entry into the state - in other words, a 
carbon tax.  Such a proposal would return fee revenues through 
direct rebates to employers and residents and to a special climate 
fund.  This is now proposed in the RI General Assembly. (For 
more on this, check the website of Energize Rhode Island.)
 Another approach mentioned at several EC4 technical 
committee meetings is one based on California’s utilization 
of a GHG pricing assessment. For example, since 
2012, Microsoft business unit managers have included the price 
of carbon emissions in their unit when reporting profits or 
losses each quarter. Microsoft business units are then charged 
an internal tax based on each unit’s energy usage. The money is 
transferred into a common fund that invests in environmental 
sustainability projects within the company.
 Microsoft’s environmental sustainability team inventories 
the amount of energy that each business unit will consume in a 
quarter. This includes office space, data centers or business air 
travel. Those kilowatt-hours and gallons of fuel are then converted 
into metric tons of carbon. The environmental sustainability 
team then proposes projects and plans clean energy production, 
more energy efficient buildings and commitments to long-term 
sustainable power infrastructure to offset emissions.
 In just three years, the company has reduced its emissions 
by the equivalent of 7.5 million metric tons of carbon dioxide 
and saved more than $10 million through reduced energy 
consumption. This year, Microsoft expects to charge its business 
units about $20 million for their emissions.
 If Rhode Island adopted either a carbon tax or company 
internal GHG assessment like Microsoft, the funds could be 
deposited into a ‘carbon mitigation’ bank similar to the states’ 
infrastructure bank. This bank could then help fund critical 
projects that reduce GHG emissions such as public transit or 
solar projects supplying energy for schools and hospitals and 
universities. In addition, resiliency projects such as preparing 
water treatments plants for flooding, that will be impacted by 
GHG may receive grants and awards from the mitigation bank. 
 In 2015, 437 companies assessed an internal price on 
carbon.  Investors appear to have a growing interest in linking 
GHG emissions to investment choices. The California Public 
Employees’ Retirement System, for example, which manages 
more than $300 billion, has publicly announced support for 
carbon pricing efforts in its investment decisions.
 Meanwhile by every major scientific climate measure, 2016 
was the hottest year on record and the highest for atmospheric 
carbon dioxide. Unprecedented and dangerous weather events 
such as droughts and floods proliferated.  Scientists and 
policymakers are bracing for further decline under the Trump 
administration. 

Emissions - continued from page 1

Narragansett Bay is getting warmer. Sea levels are rapidly rising. Shorelines 
are eroding. More severe weather events have already taken place. 
 The term resiliency meanwhile, has gained currency to acknowledge 

the need to prepare and plan for a variety of climate impacts. The coinage 
however, does not currently include any attention to the health and safety of 
workers involved in response, repair and replacement of damaged infrastructure 
caused by severe weather events or storm surges due to climate change.
 During Hurricane Katrina investigations, air samples taken during cleanup 
operations revealed carbon monoxide levels above the National Institute for 
Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) ceiling limit. Carbon monoxide (CO) 
exposures occur when internal combustion engines of cleanup equipment are 
used indoors or in circumstances that impede safe dispersion of exhaust gases. 

Disaster Response

continued on page 4 - Disaster Response 
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Factsheet

’Coffee Roasting Lung’
Similar lung disease profiles were subsequently found in coffee 

roasting facilities. Five former workers in a Texas coffee processing 
facility were diagnosed by a private doctor with the same the irreversible 
lung disease – bronchiolitis obliterans.  
 NIOSH found an additional 11 cases of  apparent disease among 
workers who roasted, ground and sometimes flavored coffee beans. 
These findings bolstered mounting evidence the same chemicals used 
in popcorn flavoring (diacetyl and 2, 3-pentanedione) pose a similar 
health hazard for commercial coffee roasters and grinders.  Diacetyl 
and 2, 3-pentanedione, it turns out, are also formed naturally while 
roasting unflavored coffee and during grinding. 
 NIOSH, which is a part of  the federal Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, (CDC) has published a range of  recommendations 
and guidance to protect workers in these and related occupations.  
(BEST PRACTICES: Engineering Controls, Work Practices, and 
Exposure Monitoring for Occupational Exposures to Diacetyl and 2, 
3-Pentanedione, DHHS (NIOSH) Publication No. 2015-197, available 
online at: www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/2015-197/pdfs/2015-197.pdf) 
These include methods to measure workplace exposures, medical 
surveillance for exposed workers and methods to control exposure. 
The stress is on controls that through some type of  ventilation will 
remove the containments and provide replacement air. Exposures 
to flavoring compounds in the flavoring and 
food occupations can occur throughout a 
facility including production, mixing, packaging, 
maintenance and cleaning.
 NIOSH has proposed exposure limits (RELs) 
for diacetyl and 2.3-pentanedione. (Exposure 
limits are designed to keep concentrations in the 
air below levels deemed harmful; they are time-
weighted averages (TWA) for a 40-hour work 
week.). To further protect workers from spikes 
during some work processes, NIOSH proposes 
a short-term exposure limit for a 15-minute time 
period called a STEL. A voluntary standard has 
also been proposed by the American Conference 
of  Governmental Industrial Hygienists.  CAL/
OSHA has an enforceable standard (for 
California).
 Although there is no OSHA standard 
for workplace exposure to butter-flavorings 
– diacetyl and 2,3-pentanedione, both would 
be considered hazardous under OSHA’s 
Hazard Communication standard. Therefore, 
hazard communication requirements would be 
triggered. For example, employers are required 
to provide workers with an accurate Safety Data 
Sheet (SDS) and labels indicating the health 

Hazards of Flavoring Compounds in Food Service Occupations

Flavorings are often added to food products; butter flavoring chemicals are routinely added to microwave popcorn. Some flavoring chemicals 
are simple and consist of  only one ingredient. Others are complex mixtures. It is clear, however, that workers who are employed to produce 

the flavoring compounds and workers who apply them in a range of  food occupations are at risk of  severe lung disease. 
 In the 1980s, workers exposed to flavoring chemicals in the baking industry were identified with an unusual debilitating obstructive lung 
disease. Later, workers in several microwave popcorn and flavoring plants developed permanent lung damage, including a disabling and 
potentially fatal lung disease called bronchiolitis obliterans. (In bronchiolitis obliterans, inflammation and scarring occur in the smallest airways 
in the lung and can lead to severe and disabling lung disease). The loss of  pulmonary function associated with severe bronchiolitis obliterans is 
permanent and some patients have been placed on lung transplant waiting lists. 
 Investigations in the early 2000s by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, (NIOSH) and the California Department of  
Public Health and the California Occupational Safety and Health Administration (Cal/OSHA) concluded the lung diseases(s) identified in these 
microwave popcorn plant workers (which became known as ‘Popcorn Lung’) were likely due to exposure to butter flavoring chemicals, such as 
diacetyl and 2,3-pentanedione. These findings prompted NIOSH to pursue ongoing investigations into flavoring exposures in other facilities.

hazards NIOSH has reported. 
 According to NIOSH and OSHA, isolation of  mixing processes 
(i.e. enclosures) and use of  local and general exhaust ventilation 
to reduce inhalation exposure to these chemicals can be effective 
controls. In addition, a medical surveillance program that includes 
health questionnaires and breathing tests (e.g., spirometry) may be 
indicated to screen for respiratory symptoms or abnormalities in 
employees.
 
CO Poisoning
Carbon monoxide (CO) poisoning is also a highly significant 

respiratory hazard related to coffee roasting. OSHA investigated 
a near CO fatality in Maine when a worker entered a roasting tank 
and found CO levels in the tank reached 2500 ppm. Serious mental 
effects, including coma and death, can occur at CO levels of  700 
ppm (for an hour or greater). NIOSH has concluded that a worker 
can be overcome or suffer permanent damage or death within 30 
minutes at CO levels of  1200ppm.
 Doctors reported five workers were hospitalized and a sixth worker 
died when they all entered a coffee storage tank in Japan where CO 
levels were detected in the range of  10,000 to 100,000ppm. OSHA 
has a comprehensive enforcement standard to protect workers in 
confined spaces and it is important to recognize that this would apply 
above and beyond the recommendations for exposures to flavoring 
compounds, especially when workers may enter large roasting or 
mixing tanks. 

Examples of Exposure Controls 
for Flavoring Compounds

Use engineering controls such as closed systems, isolation, 
or local exhaust ventilation to reduce air concentrations of  

flavoring chemicals. When working with flavoring ingredients, the 
use of  closed transfer procedures is the preferred control technique. 
However, when closed transfer is not feasible, simple, relatively 
low cost exhaust hoods provide a reasonably effective approach to 
reduce evaporative emissions from mixing tanks used in producing 
flavorings and flavored foods.

• Establish administrative controls such as good 
housekeeping and work practices to minimize 
exposure.

• Educate employers and employees to raise their 
awareness of  potential hazards and train workers 
on proper procedures and use of  engineering 
controls.

• Provide personal protective equipment where 
needed in addition to primary engineering or 
administrative controls. Respirators should 
protect against both organic vapors and 
particulate matter. Protection for acid mists may 
be required depending on what chemicals are 
utilized in production.

• Monitor occupational exposures and the status 
of  workers’ health, tracking potential changes in 
lung function, symptoms or actual cases. Some 
states have programs that require such reporting, 
and others may have occupational health units 
in state health departments or independent 
occupational medicine programs or clinics that 
may provide assistance.
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Workers’ Memorial Day is a time to remember those who 
died on the job or suffered workplace injuries; there is no bet-
ter way to remember than to empower workers and allies to 
recognize worksite hazards and the tools and rules that work-
ers need to prevent future illnesses, injuries and deaths. 

As part of Worker Memorial Week program it is appropriate 
that we explore several key health and safety issues with this 
in mind. This event will direct attention to three critical current 
issues in occupational and environmental health and safety:
 •  Climate Change and Worker Safety 
  and Health
 • OSHA Update: General Industry Training
 • Occupational/Environmental Asthma 
       Schools as a Case Study

Thursday, April 27, 2017 
3:00 to 5:30 pm at the

Occupational and Environmental Health Center 
410 South Main Street, (3rdfl)

 Providence, RI 

Free program but please register beforehand:
RICOSH 

RI Committee on Occupational 
Safety and Health

741 Westminster St., Providence, RI 02903
Phone: 401-751-2015

E:mail: jascelenza@gmail.com

SAVE THE DATE!
Thursday, April 27, 2017 

CO can cause immediate effects by impairing mental function and 
at high doses, death. Long term effects include mental and cognitive 
impairment.
 In addition, safety hazards such as broken glass and skin contact 
with floodwater posed a risk to workers. Heat stress was also a health 
hazard for crews who worked on  hot days or wore personal protection 
equipment (PPE) to clean up spoiled food (such as maggot-infested 
meat) and flood debris. After Hurricane Katrina, wound-related Vibrio 
illnesses were reported – the likely result of flood waters infecting a 
wound.
 RICOSH has been pressing for the adoption safety and health plans 
to protect private and public employees who will be maintaining, 
cleaning-up and restoring infrastructure by providing health and safety 
information, resources and training to all workers involved.  
 For example, health and safety training should be mandatory for 
workers responding to emergencies related to impacts resulting from 
climate change. A good model is the Rhode Island regulation for 
safety in construction (RI GL 28-20-35).  Enacted in 2001, it requires 
that contractors and workers on any construction projects receiving 
municipal or state funding (in excess of $100.000) must complete the 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration’s (OSHA) approved 
10-hour construction health and safety training course.
 The National Institute for Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS) 
has developed training programs designed for disaster preparedness 
and specific common hazards associated with clean-up and restoration 
of damaged infrastructure. The New York  Civil Service Employees 
Association (CSEA), Local 1000, AFSCME has developed a “muck and 
gut” training through the NIEHS which is now being expanded in New 
England through the New England Consortium at the University of 
Massachusetts campus in Lowell. 
 OSHA itself has developed a series of training programs and projects 
that address disaster response.
 RICOSH is currently working to establish an official OSHA alliance 
with the OSHA Providence Area office to highlight the importance of 
worker safety and health in climate resiliency and adaptation projects.

OSHA Alliance programs are special projects whereby OSHA 
seeks to establish collaborative relationships with local and 
regional groups (universities, unions, business groups, etc.) 
to provide guidance and training that foster safer workplaces. 

The goal of this alliance is to provide guidance and training focusing on:
•  Occupational safety and health standards relevant 
 to resiliency response activities. This would include, 
 for example, OSHA rules on electrical hazards,
 confined space, and trenching, fall protection,
 PPE and respiratory protection.
• Information on exposure to some of the key hazards already
 documented when workers were called in to clean-up and 
 repair damaged infrastructure such as heat and weather-
 related, biological and sanitary and carbon monoxide hazards.  
 

Disaster Response - continued from page 2 

RICOSH and RIAFL-CIO

SAFE JOBS:
 EVERY WORKERS RIGHT

Workers Memorial Day Observance


