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The Massachusetts Public Health Association urges the Joint Committee on Labor and Workforce Development to recommend passage of the bill, “An Act to Provide a Safe Workplace for Employees of the Commonwealth and its Political Sub-Divisions.”
This bill would require that the state and other public entities establish safety standards currently required of private employers. Occupational safety and health is a central aspect of public health. Most Massachusetts adults between the ages of 20 – 65 years of age work full-time, spending more time at work than at most other activities in their lives. Consequently, organizing work to be safe and healthy and to ensure that workers return home at the end of each day alive, uninjured, and free from the consequences of harmful exposures to substances and strains, is an essential component of measures to prevent adverse health outcomes and promote health.

Each year 10 – 15 percent of workers in Massachusetts killed on the job are public sector workers. Thousands more are injured or become ill - but only private sector workers are covered under the federal Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA). This bill would mandate that public employers observe OSHA-established safety procedures.  Though two dozen states already apply these regulations to public employees, Massachusetts has yet to pass this important safety measure.

Occupational injuries and illnesses among Massachusetts’ state agency workforce annually cost taxpayers more than $50 million. Including county and municipal employees, workplace injuries and illnesses to this increases the cost to almost $200 million per year. The health and well being of the more than 400,000 state, county and city employees in Massachusetts must become a public health priority for the Commonwealth. This bill will establish the policy directive to make that happen.
The bill requires the state’s Division of Occupational Safety (DOS) to apply federal occupational and health standards to public employees (state, city/town and county).  It gives the DOS the authority to conduct investigations and the power to establish regulations and issue corrective orders where it has found a violation. DOS’ staff of occupational health and safety professionals is already trained in OSHA standards and routinely reference them throughout the course of their duties.  They are familiar with the public sector agencies and workforce, as well as the work environmental issues found in these settings and how best to prevent injuries and illnesses. The DOS has its own laboratory in which hazardous materials are tested, eliminating the need for additional equipment. The agency is well prepared to assume these expanded duties.
A 2006 survey of state employees who are members of NAGE bargaining units in 12 state agencies found that occupational health and safety protective measures were inconsistent and in all cases in need of improvements. The agencies included: Department of Mental Retardation; Department of Public Health; DECM/OSP – Division of Capital Asset Management; Mass Highway Dept; Department of Mental Health; Bureau of State Buildings; and the Chelsea Soldiers Home. Survey findings confirmed results from an earlier study, also in 2006, that work environment protection measures are inconsistently applied across public workplaces and that health and safety training is generally lacking in quality and delivery. The survey made clear that health and safety hazards are serious problems for State employees.

MPHA believes that only legislation mandating protection across the full range of agencies – and enforcement of that legislation – will ensure the prevention of preventable occupational disease and injury among Massachusetts’ public workers. This bill can protect those workers and, overtime, significantly reduce the related fiscal costs born by the taxpaying citizens of Massachusetts. We strongly urge a recommendation to move this bill forward to become state law.
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