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December 20, 2006  


U.S. Chemical Safety Board (CSB)

Attn:  Ms. Carolyn W. Merritt Chairman/CEO

2175 K Street N.W., Suite #650

Washington, DC 20037-1809

Z117 ASC RESPONSE TO VALERO REFINERY REPORT

RECOMMENDATION SENT TO ASSE

Dear Ms. Merritt:

I recently received your November 9, 2006 correspondence to ASSE President Donald Jones recommending a series of changes to the ANSI/ASSE Z117.1-2003 Standard titled:  Safety Requirements for Confined Spaces in response to a report related to the fatalities that took place at the Valero Refinery during a confined space entry.  This letter will serve as the official response to the CSB letter.

First, we appreciate the interest in the Z117.1 Standard by the CSB.  The CSB serves an important role and we appreciate being able to work with the CSB to protect people, property, and the environment.  It is important to note the accreditation of the Z117 ASC is held by both the committee and ASSE as the secretariat.  ASSE is not responsible for the definitive content of the standard since the document is written and approved by the committee itself.  It is also important to note that the Z117 ASC does not consist solely of ASSE members.  The secretariat (ASSE) oversees the committee to help develop standards consistent with its accredited procedures and the requirements of ANSI.  Thus, while ASSE does play a pivotal role in the Z117.1 Standard it cannot revise or change the standard by itself.

Our committee also reviewed the CSB Valero Report.  It is indeed a tragic situation.  However, we also take the position that if the current Z117.1 Standard had been followed the situation probably would not have happened.  Hopefully this tragedy will put a focus on the need for effective procedures when workers are faced with confined space entry.  The standard was developed in the first place to try and prevent such situations from taking place.

In regards to the specific recommendations of the CSB, the Z117 ANSI Accredited Standards Committee (ASC) believes the current standard, although not perfect, is a solid document.  The standard has been of significant value to the protection of people from injury and death when entering, exiting, and working in confined spaces.  Your interest in the standard will hopefully also increase awareness and use of the document, which can only increased protection of workers involved in confined space entry operations.  

American National Standards (ANSI) are revised, withdrawn, or reaffirmed every five (5) years.  The Z117 ASC will begin its discussions about the current standard during calendar year 2007.  We sincerely hope that the CSB will apply for membership on the Z117 ASC and actively participate in the development of the next iteration of the standard.  If CSB actively participates with the Z117 Committee then the results undoubtedly will be an even stronger document.  If membership cannot be pursued then we would suggest a representative of CSB attend the next meeting of Z117 to give data and specific language addressing the standard.

We admit to being puzzled by the three technical recommendations.  Our specific response to the CSB recommendations is that the standard is very clear that such atmospheres can rapidly overcome a person and if there are other hazards caused by such a space action needs to be taken.  Our view is that the first two recommendations are already addressed in the standard.  The third bullet is an issue we will take under advisement during the next revision of the standard.  

However, we are not sure from the recommendations what is actually being proposed to change in the standard, as specific language to address the CSB concerns was not included.  We have attached a copy of our public review comment template.  We would cordially request that the CSB note in the standard where it believes edits should be made and include specific language changes to address the concerns.  We can then address these issues with the entire Z117 ASC if the standard is voted to be revised.

Perhaps changes to the Foreword section might also address the CSB issues and recommendations since the concern seems to be more educational than it is with actual implementation of an effective confined spaces program.  

Let me conclude by stating that the Z117 ASC appreciates the feedback of the CSB and would like to work with the Agency in the future to include its ideas in the next version of the standard.  While more detail is needed in regards to the specific recommendations the Z117 ASC will review the Valero Report and CSB recommendations during the next revision of the standard.  Hopefully CSB will join the committee to make the next version of the standard even stronger and lead to enhanced protection of people, property, and the environment.

If you should have any questions or concerns please feel free to contact secretariat staff (Tim Fisher) with the ASSE Council on Practices and Standards at the number listed above.

Sincerely Yours,

Edward Grund, CSP, P.E.

Chairman, Z117 ASC
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