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INTRODUCTION

There are approximately 50 000 different chemicals used in Australia, many of which are classified as hazardous substances.  Incorrect use, handling and storage of hazardous substances can result in:

· personal injury and illness,

· fatalities,

· fire and explosion; and

· environmental damage.

However, with the correct information and proper care, hazardous substances can be used and handled safely.

While it is not possible to discuss each individual hazardous substance we will 

look at:

· the main types of hazardous substances;

· the health effects of exposure;

· how you can be exposed to hazardous substances; and

· how you can prevent exposure.

Types of Hazardous Substances

Hazardous substances can be in the form of gases, liquids and solids.  There are several categories or types of hazardous substances.


“What are some examples of the different types of hazardous substances?”


Asphyxiants - substances, which lower the oxygen, level in the air or substances, such as Cyanide, which prevent the body from absorbing oxygen.

Toxic substances - substances, such as pesticides, that can cause serious illness, major organ damage or death through poisoning.

Flammable substances - liquids and gases which form a combustible mixture with air.

Explosives - mixtures and compounds that cause explosions.

Corrosives - substances, such as acids and caustic soda, that break down human tissue and other substances.

Exposure to Hazardous Substances

Exposure to hazardous substances can lead to short-term and long-term health problems.

Some substances will create symptoms soon after exposure but others do not show immediate effects.


“What are some of the health problems caused by long-term, frequent exposure to hazardous substances?”


Long term and frequent exposure to certain types of hazardous substances can lead to:

· various cancers;

· heart disease;

· cirrhosis of the liver;

· kidney failure;

· nervous system diseases;

· skin diseases; and

· reduced fertility.


“How do hazardous substances enter the body?”


Hazardous substances usually get into the body through:

· Inhalation - the substance is breathed into the lungs and absorbed into the blood;

· Ingestion - the substance is swallowed and absorbed into the body via the stomach; and

· Absorption - the substance is absorbed into the body via the skin.

Hazardous Substance Information

To protect your health and safety it is important that you have some basic information regarding a substance before you use or handle it.


“What should you know about a hazardous substance before you use it and where can you get this information?”


Before you use a hazardous substance you should know about:

· how it can enter your body;

· what the health hazards are;

· what types of personal protective equipment you must use;

· how to safely store it;

· how to correctly use or handle it;

· what first aid treatment to give in case of exposure;

· how to safely clean up a spillage; and

· what to do in case of a fire.

You can obtain this information from:

· the labeling on the container; and

· Material Safety Data Sheets.

The container label will provide you with some of the information you need, such as:

· contents of the container;

· first aid treatment;

· hazards and risks; and

· simple directions for use.

The information on a container label is usually brief and in most cases will not provide you with all the information that you need.  For this reason you should read the Material Safety Data Sheet for the hazardous substance.

A Material Safety Data Sheet:

· is kept for each hazardous substance registered on site; and

· must be read and understood before you use or handle a hazardous substance.

Personal Hygiene

Maintaining high standards of personal hygiene will help prevent exposure to a hazardous substance.


“What are some of the personal hygiene rules you should follow to prevent being exposed to a hazardous substance?”


You should never smoke:

· while handling, using or disposing of hazardous substances; or

· where hazardous substances are stored.

Tobacco easily absorbs chemicals in the air and smoking a contaminated cigarette will allow the hazardous substance to be inhaled and swallowed.

You must never:

· eat or drink while handling a hazardous substance;

· take foodstuffs or eating utensils into an area where hazardous substances are present; or

· store hazardous substances next to foodstuffs.

If you have been handling chemicals you must always wash your hands, before eating, drinking or using the toilet.

You should also remove any contaminated clothing and wash any area of your body which has been in contact with a hazardous substance.

Personal Protective Equipment

You can be unnecessarily exposed to a hazardous substance by not wearing the correct Personal Protective Equipment.

You should always check the Material Safety Data Sheet to find out the specific Personal Protective Equipment you must wear while handling a hazardous substance.


“What type of Personal Protective Equipment should be worn when using or handling a hazardous substance?”


Eye protection should be worn when there is a risk of accidental splashing and possible eye injury.  You should either wear:

· chemical mono-goggles; or

· safety glasses and a face shield.

Gloves should be worn to prevent burns or skin absorption.  You must check what type of glove to wear because some glove materials breakdown when contacted by certain substances.

Waterproof clothing and rubber boots should be worn when handling liquid substances or substances that react with body moisture.

Respiratory protection should be worn to avoid inhaling dangerous vapours, dust, fumes and gases.  You must:

· wear the correct type of respirator; and

· correctly wear the respirator.

Storage of Hazardous Substances

A major cause of hazardous substance accidents and injuries is the incorrect storage of hazardous substances.


“How should you store hazardous substances?”


Containers of hazardous substances should be stored in a designated store room or storage area which is:

· well ventilated;

· fitted with fire fighting equipment; and

· signposted to warn people that hazardous substances are contained inside.

You should store small containers of:

· flammable substances in metal, flameproof cabinets with self closing doors; and

· poisonous substances in a locked cabinet.

You must never store a hazardous substance in:

· an unlabelled container;

· an incorrectly labelled container;

· a container previously used to store another type of chemical;

· a container used to store food or drink.

You should:

· always check what type of container should be used to store the hazardous substance;

· regularly check hazardous substance drums and containers for any signs of leakage; and

· clean up and dispose of spillage immediately using the procedure described in the Material Safety Data Sheet.

Never use any material from an unlabelled container until it has been tested and positively identified.
Summary

Many different types of hazardous substances are used throughout industry in Australia.

Some of these substances can have immediate and short term effects on your health while other substances can have an effect on your health if you are frequently exposed to them over a long period of time.

You can be exposed to hazardous substances by inhalation, ingestion and absorption.

You can prevent exposure to hazardous substances, and the resulting health effects, by:

· wearing the correct Personal Protective Equipment; 

· practising good personal hygiene; and

· storing hazardous substances correctly.

You can find out how to do this by reading the hazardous substance container label and the Material Safety Data Sheet.


Further References for the Supervisor
Basic Training Manual

1-11 Workshop Safety

Department of Employment, Education and Training
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Hand out sheet 2 – Health problems
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