Week 6: “Occupational Health”
Assigned reading:   “OSHA at Forty: New Challenges and new Directions” July 19, 2010 Letter from Dr. David Michaels, Assistant Secretary OSHA, US Dept of Labor.
The Occupational Safety and Health Administration is the agency responsible for enforcing the nation’s rules on work place safety.  Since the passage of the Occupational Safety and Health Act in 1970 the number of workplace injuries and illnesses have been coming down.  However, the agency has also struggled to respond to the changing needs of the American workplace and to new hazards.  In July 2009 President Obama appointed Dr. David Michaels to be the head of OSHA.  With a new administration in the White House and new leadership at OSHA, there was an opportunity to begin to address some of the shortcomings and limitations of this 40-year old agency.  Dr. Michaels distributed this letter one year after his appointment, notifying the country of his intention to change the regulatory emphasis for workplace safety and health.

Discussion Questions:
OSHA has several ways to encourage employers to provide a safe and health workplace.  One way is to levy fines for violations of OSHA regulations.  The maximum fine OSHA can currently impose for a serious violation of one of its regulations is $7,000.  Do you think this is too high or not high enough?  Why?
Dr. Michaels emphasizes the need to ensure all workers have a voice in making workplaces safe and health, including immigrants.  What kind of contributions do you think workers should be able to make regarding how their workplaces are run, particularly in the area of health and safety?  What kind of rights do workers have in countries other than the US?
Dr. Michaels suggests that one way to improve workplace safety is to go beyond just complying with rules and regulations.  What are some things that Dr. Michaels suggests workers and management can do to improve workplace safety?  How effective do you think the implementation of his ideas will be?  What other ideas do you have that might improve workplace safety?
Having data is important for decision making but getting accurate injury and illness data has always been difficult to obtain.  Dr. Michaels says OSHA is going to focus on improving occupational injury and illness recordkeeping.  What are his ideas on how to do this? What are your concerns about his recordkeeping proposals?
What other changes in OSHA would you suggest for Dr. Michaels to consider?  Are there examples of workplace regulations from other countries that Dr. Michaels should implement at OSHA?
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