Environmental & occupational health:

from local to global

By Rebecca Morris-Chatta and Sharon L. Morris

T

he University of Washington’s School of
Public Health was established in 1970, a year
of heightened environmental awareness. Twenty
million Americans celebrated the first Earth Day
on campuses and in cities throughout the country,
calling for a healthy, sustainable environment. That
same year federal laws established three new agencies
with authority to conduct research and set standards
to protect the environment and public health.
The federal statutes provided the framework for
minimum standards to protect the residents of all
states from toxic exposures at work and at home.
Previously, the regulation of environmental and
occupational health had been left largely to the states,
where proponents of economic expansion were often
more influential than advocates for air and water
quality and human health.
The federal agencies created in 1970, among
others, include the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA), formed to conduct research and develop
regulations controlling emissions harmful to human
and environmental health;
the Occupational Safety
and Health Administration
(OSHA), established to set
and enforce occupational
safety and health standards;
and the National Institute
for Occupational Safety
and Health (NIOSH),
charged with conducting
research and developing
training programs to
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protect worker health.
In the 1980s a new
Asbestos, one of the first substances tackled by OSHA
law, the Comprehensive
and EPA, has been thoroughly studied, yet legal
Environmental Response,
challenges continue.
Compensation and
Liability Act (CERCLA), or Superfund, was
promulgated to address hazardous waste disposal
and remediation.
In 1990, Amendments to the Clean Air Act
required that newly constructed major air pollution
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sources be designed so they would not further
damage areas that already exceeded maximum
allowed pollution levels. However, many existing
industrial processes remain grandfathered in. We
are still suffering from the persistence of those
outdated technologies that have been maintained by
companies reluctant to pay for upgrades that would
better control emissions.
These federal statutes permit states to enact
regulations at least as stringent as the federal laws
and encourage states to make them more protective.
In developing new environmental regulations, EPA
is required to balance the interests of industry and
public health. EPA, OSHA, and NIOSH are all
required to work cooperatively with existing public
health programs in each state.
The early environmental and occupational health
exposure limits were set at levels thought to protect
healthy male workers from effects of acute exposures.
Researchers at the UW School of Public Health,
Department of Environmental and Occupational
Health Sciences, have since conducted studies
revealing health effects from chronic and acute
exposures to low doses of chemical and physical
agents. They have demonstrated significant health
effects from particulate air pollution and heavy
metals that were previously considered nuisance
pollutants. Their research has contributed to a larger
body of work showing that existing standards are
often insufficient to protect the health, not only of
women, children, and susceptible individuals, but
healthy males as well.
Despite new evidence, the translation of scientific
discoveries into more protective regulations has
been painfully slow. Industry representatives often
demand a high degree of scientific certainty before
they are willing to accept more stringent limits.
While industries actively lobby Congress when
new regulations are proposed, the public rarely
participates in mass demonstrations supporting
environmental health as they did on the first Earth
Day, 40 years ago.
As a result, OSHA had found it difficult to update
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most chemical exposure limits that it first adopted in
1971. It has established only about 450 permissible
exposure limits (PELs), compared with more than
70,000 chemicals in commerce. Most of these PELs
are at the levels set by consensus more than 50 years
ago.
Asbestos is a well-known hazardous substance
that has challenged the ability of both OSHA and
EPA to develop standards that will adequately protect
workers and the public. Asbestos, one of the first
substances tackled by OSHA and EPA, has been
thoroughly studied and both agencies have lowered
maximum exposure limits. Yet the health effects
of certain types of asbestos fibers are disputed by
manufacturers, and exposures continue.
Michael Silverstein, MD, MPH, Clinical Professor
of Environmental and Occupational Health Sciences
at the University of Washington, believes there is
sufficient evidence to ban the production and use of
all forms of asbestos. Similarly, the World Health
Organization has supported a worldwide ban on
asbestos and 43 countries—not including the United
States—have complied.
While the struggle continues to develop more
protective environmental and occupational
health standards at home, Americans also face
environmental challenges on a global scale. We now
recognize that today’s air pollution in Szechwan can
be next week’s air pollution in Seattle. The rapid
industrialization that introduced workplace and
environmental hazards to the United States in the
early 20th century is now being replicated in Asia.
Many of our most hazardous processes have been
exported to Asian countries, where workers and
communities are exposed to uncontrolled air, ground,
and water pollution.
Solid waste disposal has also become a worldwide
problem. The World Bank projects that the AsiaPacific urban waste stream will increase from today’s
7.6 million tons per day to 1.8 billion tons per day
by 2025. Because there are few restrictions on
child labor, children are the current engine of waste
recycling in many Asian nations, with youngsters
scavenging acres of trash for usable materials. These
children, and the adults who work with them, face
high risks of being injured or contracting infectious
diseases from their uncontrolled exposures.
While public health officials in other countries
may recognize these problems, their governments
often have neither the will nor the resources to
control infectious and toxic exposures. Some

imports bring the problems home, as witnessed by
E. coli outbreaks caused by contaminated greens from
Mexico, pet deaths from melamine in pet food, and
lead exposures from Chinese-made toys. Importing
goods also increases
carbon emissions
during the transport
process, adding
to climate change.
America’s “not in my
back yard, but I’ll
take some anyway”
mentality carries
environmental, if not
financial costs.
There is increasing
realization that
environmental health
is everyone’s concern,
with a shift toward
preventing exposures,
the core principle
of public health. A
recent NIOSH workshop, entitled Making Green
Jobs Safe, focused on integrating worker safety and
health into environmentally sensitive manufacturing,
construction and energy processes. The United
Nations has sponsored conferences on controlling
global pollution by phasing out halogenated
hydrocarbons and reducing emissions of greenhouse
gasses.
Environmental and occupational health concerns
have shifted from a local to a global lens in the past
40 years. American public health professionals have
an important role in assuring that the United States
serves as a model for understanding and controlling
these hazards at home and working to transfer this
knowledge and technology worldwide. 
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Before air pollution controls
of the 1970s, auto wreckers
burned old cars to rid the metal
of upholstery, tires, and other
nonmetallic scrap.
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