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June 18, 2008

The Honorable Tom Harkin

Chairman

Subcommittee on Appropriations for Labor, Health and Human   Services, Education and Related Agencies

Committee on Appropriations

United States Senate

SD-131 Dirksen Senate Office Building

Washington, DC  20510

RE:   FY ‘09 Occupational Safety and Health Agency Budget Proposals

Dear Chairman Harkin:

The American Society of Safety Engineers (ASSE) is pleased to submit the following statement concerning the fiscal year 2009 budget proposal for the Department of Labor as it relates to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) and the Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) and for the Department of Health and Human Services as it relates to the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH).

ASSE is the oldest and largest society of safety professionals in the world.  Founded in 1911, ASSE represents over 30,000 dedicated safety, health, and environmental (SHE) professionals.  Our members are committed to excellence and dedicated to the protection of people, property, and the environment worldwide.  ASSE’s members are leaders in their fields with the knowledge and experience needed to 

advance occupational safety and health on a global level.  On behalf of our members we request that this statement be included in the legislative record for the FY 2009 appropriations cycle.

Occupational Safety and Health Administration

The President’s FY 2009 budget provides the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) with total funding of $ 501.7 million, a nominal increase of 3.23 percent over the FY 2008 budget that reflects, if inflation is taken into account, an actual decrease in funding.  With over 5,700 work-related fatalities and over 4 million work-related non-fatal injuries and illnesses in 2006, it is unconscionable to cut funding for an agency that has the authority to create standards and enforce those standards for workplace safety and health.  It is estimated that, in 2005, the total direct and indirect costs of illnesses, injuries, and fatalities was $163.2 billion.  Faced with such dramatic costs, it is clear that an increase in OSHA funding is a necessary investment for the nation, this nation’s employers and, most importantly, its workers.  

Of increasing concern is the lack of adequate funding for grants to states to carry out occupational safety and health protections at levels that are required of them under the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970.  In the President’s budget, state grants are capped at $91 million, which is a mere .11 percent increase from FY 2008 (from $89 million) and well below the FY 2004 level of $92.5 million.  Continuing to squeeze dollars out of states that are willing and have proven able to protect workers is a penny wise but pound foolish approach that could very well result in fewer states willing to shoulder this responsibility.  If states decide not to continue, federal OSHA will find itself shouldering this responsibility alone.     

ASSE is also deeply concerned that only $17 million is earmarked for safety and health standards development, an increase of only $600,000 over FY 2008 funding.  This increase is insignificant given the past eight years of less than needed OSHA standards development on the part of this Administration.  For example, OSHA currently has a crane and derricks standard that has been in process since 2004.  In light of the most recent tragedies in New York City and Miami, it is imperative that OSHA receive more funding in order the hasten the process of developing standards that will help protect workers and property from the risks associated with the use of cranes.  A similar situation exists with the lack of combustible dust standard, as has been brought to light in the wake of the Imperial Sugar explosion in February 2008.  It is in the best interest of both employees and employers that workable safety and health standards are put into place that reflect the occupational safety and health community’s latest understanding of how to control workplace risks.  

Once again, the Administration is proposing no funding for the Susan Harwood Training Grants.  ASSE, as it has every year under this Administration, rejects this proposal and urges continued adequate support for this program to provide non-profit entities assistance in offering training to improve safety in the workplace. 

National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health

The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) under the Department of Health and Human Service’s Centers for Disease Control is slated for approximately $271 million in the Administration’s FY 2009 budget request, which is $110.9 million less than what the agency received in FY 2008.  NIOSH is the only federal resource for occupational safety and health research, which provides critical information on which OSHA and MSHA make important regulatory decisions.  NIOSH also is the only federal resource for training dollars to ensure an adequate supply of professionals to help employers protect their employees and remain competitive by limiting the economic risks associated with inadequate workplace safety and health protections.  NIOSH is the one federal agency that has the capability to put its research into practice, benefitting both workers and employers.  Cutting NIOSH funding devalues not only NIOSH but the roles OSHA and MSHA are meant to play in workplace safety and health.   

We urge the Subcommittee to consider supplementing the President’s proposed budget by reinstating the $110.9 million to the FY 2009 budget.  Please do not allow the President’s proposal to destroy the core mission that NIOSH has held since its inception: finding the best ways to keep Americans safe and healthy at work, as well as protecting the public at large.

In addition, under the President’s proposal for NIOSH, the 9/11 health care programs would receive a 77 percent cut from their $108 million FY 2008 budget, down to $25 million.  After the needs of so many were met in the initial political and public response to this unprecedented terrorist attack on our nation, attempting to minimize responsibility for the health effects now being experienced by those first responders and survivors long after the lights of this nation’s attention have dimmed is a slap in their faces.  Now, just when NIOSH is determining the needs of these Americans, funding is critical to ensure that those who are suffering are not left alone.  So that they can receive the health care they need and NIOSH can work to help this nation better protect itself from similar effects, NIOSH must have the funding to do the necessary research for treatment and health monitoring of those who were at Ground Zero.  

Mine Safety and Health Administration

In the President’s budget proposal reduces funding for the Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) by $2 million for FY 2009.  This proposal is unacceptable in any year but especially following the mandates Congress placed on MSHA with the Mine Improvement and New Emergency Response Act of 2006, which have yet to be fully implemented.  Significant also is MSHA’s need for more qualified inspectors that a reduction in budget will only make more difficult to meet.

Further, the proposal budgets only $3 million for standards development. Given the need for better tracking communications, improved mine rescue plans, and higher standards for emergency preparedness plans, it is unrealistic to expect the agency to attain any improvement in mine safety if the funding is not available for developing better standards of safety.  With the continually rapid improvement in technology, MSHA needs to be able to promulgate standards that keep up with technological advancements.  

MSHA’s educational policy and development shows a budgeted cut of $1 million from FY 2008.  Considering that the Mine Safety and Health Act states that, “an untrained miner is a hazard to himself and others,” it seems that cutting the funds for educational development is antithetical to the original intent of the Act.  The ability to effectively educate miners and mine operators in new safety measures is the most important way to circumvent potential tragedy.

In 2007, the mining industry had 64 fatalities.  The number of fatalities in 2008 is already higher than it was in 2007 at this time.  As of March 27, the year-to-date comparison of fatalities between 2008 and 2007 is 11 to 8.  Based on these statistics, ASSE urges the Subcommittee to increase MSHA’s funding so that it has the resources necessary to lower this fatality rate for mining.

Conclusion

Workplace safety and health are critical issues that impact every American.  We urge the Subcommittee not to compromise on funding for OSHA, MSHA and NIOSH so these agencies may fulfill their statutory mission to protect U.S. workers and to conduct the research critical to meeting the challenges of the 21st Century.

Thank you for your consideration of ASSE’s perspective regarding these crucial funding issues.

Sincerely,
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Michael W. Thompson, CSP

President

cc:   The Honorable Arlen Specter

        Ranking Member

