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CSHEMA Awards Committee 
One City Centre, Suite 204 
120 W. Seventh St. 
Bloomington, IN 47404 

RE: CSHEMA Honorary Life Award Submission 

Dear CSHEMA Awards Committee Members: 

I would like to nominate Bruce Backus, past CSHEMA president and current assistant vice chancellor for 
environmental health and safety at Washington University in St. Louis (WashU) for the CSHEMA 
Honorary Life Award . Bruce notified WashU that he is retiring in February 2022. A national search for 

his position will begin in January 2021. 

Bruce exhibited extraordinary leadership for CSHEMA during the period that was after the break with 
National Safety Council and during the great recession of 2008 and beyond. CSHEMA is in a much 
better place financially and in very capable hands after his tenure on the CSHEMA Board. Bruce has also 
been an outstanding leader for the college and university (C&U) sector in the EH&S profession, 
championing regulatory changes and partnerships that improved environmental safety and performance. 
Please review the attached materials for a detailed description of Bruce ' s contributions to CSHEMA and 

the EH&S profession as a whole. 

Please contact me if you have any questions or need additional information. 

~//---,_-
Brad King 
Director, EH&S Office of Occupational Safety 
CSHEMA Voting Member 

Attachments 

Washington University in St. Louis, Campus Box 8229, 4533 Clayton Avenue, Suite 100, St. Louis, Missouri 63110 
(314) 362-6816, Fax (314) 362-1995, http ://ehs.wustl. edu/ 



CSHEMA Honorary Life Award Submission for Bruce Backus, Past CSHEMA President and Current 
Assistant Vice Chancellor for Environmental Health and Safety at Washington University in St. Louis 
 
 
https://www.cshema.org/about/awards 
 
Honorary Life Award - Granted to retired individuals who have made significant and meaningful 
contributions to EHS programs for at least 10 years as a member of CSHEMA 
 
We would like to petition CSHEMA to grant an exemption to the retirement requirement of the 
Honorary Life Award for a special case.  Bruce Backus, Assistant Vice Chancellor for Environmental 
Health and Safety at Washington University in St. Louis and Past President of CSHEMA has announced 
that he will be retiring in two years (February 2022).  We think it would be a special recognition of his 
service to CSHEMA and the entire EH&S profession if he was recognized with an Honorary Life Award 
prior to his official retirement.  This Award used to be regularly given to active CSHEMA members and 
other outstanding contributors to the EH&S profession prior to their retirement.  Examples include Cheri 
Hildreth, Past CSHEMA President, for initiative in moving CSHEMA to be a standalone organization, and 
Emmett Barkley, PhD, HHMI and Proven Practices, for his contributions to biological safety.  Allowing the 
recognition to occur prior to retirement would allow many of his peers, also near retirement age, to 
participate in the celebration of Backus’ service to our organization. 
 
Backus has been involved with CSHEMA since 1989 when he was with EH&S at the University of 
Minnesota.  In 1998, he transitioned to Washington University in St. Louis (WashU) and subsequently 
was promoted to be their Assistant Vice Chancellor for Environmental Health and Safety in 2002. 
 
In 2005, Bruce was asked by Matt Finucane, Penn, and Larry Gibbs, Stanford University, to host the 2008 
CSHEMA Annual Conference.  This was a time period when the host institution had to carry the financial 
burden of an annual conference and if the conference did not make money, the host institution had to 
cover the deficit.  Any surplus funds were passed onto the institution hosting the next year’s conference.  
Much of the conference planning activities, as selecting hotel, arranging for meals, transportation, 
venues, soliciting vendor sponsorship, and gathering keynote speakers, currently managed by CSHEMA 
central office and committees, fell on Backus and his WashU team.  At that time, the 2008 Conference 
had the largest attendance to date and was financially viable, passing funding on to the next year’s 
conference host. 
 
Because CSHEMA was no longer part of the National Safety Council when Backus and his team hosted 
the 2008 Annual Conference, they had to deal with three different management companies (Utah 
Conference Services, Drohan Management and ACUI) supposedly providing operational support for the 
St. Louis Conference.  In the end, the St. Louis host institutions had to carry much of the operational 
support load for the conference, but the good news is that the following year, CSHEMA started its long 
relationship with ACUI and that relationship provided the stability needed for CSHEMA to flourish. 
 
One of the themes in Bruce’s professional career is that while visionaries may set the stage for change, 
they turn to Backus to make the new vision a reality. 
 
Bruce has served in leadership roles for CSHEMA since 2008.  In 2008, he was elected to serve on the 
Board of Trustees.  In 2009, at special request of the CSHEMA President and the CSHEMA Board, Bruce 
was asked to “resign” from the Board in order that he may run for the CSHEMA President position.  (The 

https://www.cshema.org/about/awards


rules at the time did not allow one to serve on the Board and run for the President position.)  The reason 
for the special request was the Board’s hope that Backus, with his record of excellence in the EH&S field 
and his leadership positions for HHMI and EPA, would establish CSHEMA as a self-sustaining, pre-
eminent organization for academic EH&S professionals. 
 
Prior to running for President of CSHEMA, Bruce received written commitment from his Chancellor at 
that time, Mark Wrighton, and his immediate boss, Henry S. Webber, Executive Vice Chancellor and 
Chief Administrative Officer, to be allowed to serve in these capacities.  Bruce then ran for CSHEMA 
President against Pete Reinhardt, Yale University, another outstanding contributor to CSHEMA and the 
EH&S field.  In one of the closest elections ever, Bruce was elected to serve in CSHEMA’s president-elect 
track, which at that time required Backus to serve on the Board for a year each as Secretary, then Vice 
President (President-Elect), President (2011-2012), and finally Immediate Past-President, a four year 
commitment.   
 
Due to Great Recession of 2008 and the split of CSHEMA away from the National Safety Council (NSC), 
the time period that Bruce served on the Board was full of significant financial and membership 
challenges.  CSHEMA may not have survived if not for the steadfast leadership Bruce provided our 
organization.   
 
In 2009 with the downturn in the economy, the organization had a serious deficit issue because more 
than half of the college & university members and many sponsors had to pull out of the 2009 Annual 
Conference.  CSHEMA had already committed minimum levels of attendance to the conference hotel 
venue based on conference attendance levels prior to the recession and was contractually obligated to 
cover the costs.  In order to host the conference, CSHEMA had to dramatically slash conference extras 
like meals and activities and was eventually able to get the hotel to reduce their contracted fee.  Many 
universities, going through layoffs, had to curtail not only their travel budgets to conferences, but also 
their memberships in CSHEMA and other professional organizations.   
 
The CSHEMA Board seriously discussed whether it needed to dissolve the organization and declare 
bankruptcy.  Bruce led the Board and ACUI through a very tough renegotiation on the CSHEMA Central 
Office contract.  Both ACUI and CSHEMA had to make significant sacrifices to save CSHEMA.  ACUI 
reduced their management costs and contractually tied their increases to increases in revenue for 
CSHEMA.  CSHEMA, for many years, slashed benefits that members were used to receiving as part of 
their annual conference registration, and Board Members had to pay all their travel expense costs to 
attend the quarterly face-to-face CSHEMA planning meetings rather than having CSHEMA cover these 
business-related costs.  Greater use was made of telephone conferencing and later video conferencing 
to reduce costs.  At the time, CSHEMA Treasurer Pete Ashbrook told Bruce that he did not think this 
reorganization could be done and told Bruce that he was amazed that Bruce was able to navigate the 
difficult path that had to be taken to ensure CSHEMA’s future.  Not only did CSHEMA survive, Backus 
worked hard to create a “rainy day” fund for the Board that could earn interest to help CSHEMA 
weather any future one-to-two year economic downturns and be used to develop programs for CSHEMA 
members.  This fund was established during Backus’ tenure as President, and CSHEMA was revenue 
positive when Backus left the board. 
 
With regards to environmental health and safety (EH&S) as a profession, Backus was frequently tapped 
for leadership roles. 
 



In 1992, Backus was the Chair of the Minnesota Office of Waste Management Planning Committee for 
Pollution Prevention in the Laboratory. 
 
In 1994 - 1995, Backus was the Chair of the College and University Hazardous Waste Conference 
Steering Committee and was a member of this steering committee from 1992 to 2000. 
 
In 1998 and 1999, at the request of the NIH, Backus was asked to serve on the NIH Regulatory Burden 
Hazardous Waste Task Group which looked at the regulatory burden of hazardous waste regulations on 
human and animal research.  (The study was mandated by the House of Representatives Committee on 
Appropriations (House Report 105-205, p.98) in the FY 1998 budget report.) 
 
In 2003, at the request of the Howard Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI), Backus led a consortium of 
Higher Education organizations, including the American Council on Education (ACE), National Association 
of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO), American Chemical Society (ACS), Campus 
Consortium for Environmental Excellence (C2E2), HHMI, Association of Higher Education Facilities 
Officers (APPA), and others, and served as the Chair of the U.S. EPA Colleges & Universities Industry 
Sector Coordinating Committee from 2003 to 2006.  It was during this time that the consortium 
emphasized that the federal hazardous waste regulations written for industry were not a good fit for the 
college and university sector. 
 
In this time period, Backus was the face of the sector, providing comment at EPA public hearings, where 
he requested that EPA develop hazardous waste regulations to address the specific challenges found in 
college and university (C&U) research and teaching laboratories.  EPA determined the proposed changes 
would need be handled in two phases: first the Subpart K Academic Laboratory Hazardous Waste Rule, 
then later by the Hazardous Waste Generator Improvement Rule.  Between 2003 and 2006, at the 
request of EPA and the C&U Consortium, Backus presented on the proposed Subpart K rule to multiple 
organizations at their national conferences.  In 2005, Backus had to present at five national conferences 
across the country on EPA’s proposed academic lab rule to get feedback from constituents on the 
proposed rules and to garner constituent support for the rulemaking effort.  While not all were happy 
with the final form of the two new rules when they were eventually published, EPA did incorporate 
many of the C&U sector’s comments into their two final rules and they do provide regulatory relief for 
C&U laboratories.  It was the volunteer efforts of Backus and several others in CSHEMA (who are or 
were also members of ACS, C2E2, HHMI, ACE and NACUBO) that led to this regulatory relief for the 
sector. 
 
Backus was given a special recognition by the EPA in 2006 for his “outstanding commitment as Chair of 
the Colleges and Universities Sector Coordinating Committee and to a sustainable future for colleges 
and universities.”  EPA Administrator Stephen L. Johnson came to Washington University that year to 
announce that EPA was giving a five-year $350,000 grant to the consortium to develop a national 
compliance assistance center for colleges and universities.  At the conclusion of the five-year grant, EPA 
told Backus that they felt the Colleges & Universities Sector was no longer needed because of the 
environmental improvement and leadership they had seen in the sector as a whole.  This is a great 
legacy for Backus and all the members of the consortium team. 
 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/EPA-Considers-Easing/111186
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Colleges-May-Get-a-Break-on/4018
https://source.wustl.edu/2006/10/epa-announces-establishment-of-new-university-compliance-assistance-center/


   

 
 
Since 2014, Backus has been on the Leadership Committee for the Safety Training Consortium (STC).  
The STC is a higher education membership organization founded by research universities for the 
purpose of developing safety training for the research community.  Their mission is to develop high 
quality, engaging, online, and affordable training modules to promote safety.  The Consortium creates 
its own safety training library and members can customize these courses according to their own needs 
and membership level.  It is an academic group driven by educational achievement and not profit.  One 
of the most popular STC courses, “PI Safety Responsibilities,” is a course that was written and directed 
by Bruce, which featured Holden Thorp, Provost of Washington University in St. Louis at the time and 
now Editor of the journal “Science”. 
 
Since stepping down from the CSHEMA Board in 2013, Bruce has been a continuous member of the 
Government Relations (GovRel) Committee, now called the CSHEMA Advocacy Council.  Advocacy 
Council members monitor proposed regulations that may impact CSHEMA membership, educate 
members about the proposed changes, and they draft feedback on the proposed rules for the CSHEMA 
President to submit during public comment periods.  The Council also develops materials that explain 
the value of EH&S to college and university leadership and other higher education organizations.  Backus 
also participates in other CSHEMA Communities of Practice. 
 
Backus’ EH&S programs have received recognition from CSHEMA and many other organizations: 
 

• Washington University in St. Louis (WashU) has twice received the CSHEMA Complete 
Environmental Health and Safety Program Award. 

• Four of WashU leaders have received the CSHEMA Campus Leaders Who Care Award. 
• WashU has received several CSHEMA Innovation and Communication Awards, for safety, 

emergency preparedness and education programs. 
• Backus is on the leadership board of the Safety Training Consortium (STC) and has been since its 

inception.  The purpose of the STC is to develop high quality, engaging, online, and affordable 
training modules to promote safety in research community.  The script for the video in the STC 
Principal Investigator (PI) Safety Responsibility training module was written by Backus and it 
became a national training tool in college and university research laboratories across the 
country in 2017 and 2018. 

Backus & EPA Administrator Stephen L. 
Johnson at WashU 

EPA presents NACUBO and CSHEMA the first 
year funding for Compliance Assistance Center 

https://safetytrainingconsortium.weebly.com/leadership.html
https://connect.cshema.org/viewdocument/work-products-from-the-cshema-advoc?CommunityKey=22dd2d72-3823-46c8-a871-619d4abcd6cf&tab=librarydocuments
https://www.cshema.org/awards
https://www.cshema.org/awards
https://www.cshema.org/awards/campus-leaders-who-care-award
https://www.cshema.org/awards/innovation-award
https://www.cshema.org/awards/marketing-and-communications-awards
https://safetytrainingconsortium.weebly.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d6AASsCEpTY
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1eaZptyk6bqbWLoXRXRWsI_zMacmzXeVC/view


Missouri Governor Bob Holden presents Backus with Award 

Minnesota Governor Arne Carlson presents Backus with Award 

• His work with the Chemistry Department at WashU was honored by Association of Public Land-
grant Universities (APLU) and CSHEMA in a national award for WashU’s multi-pronged approach 
to improving research safety culture. 

 
• Backus’ WashU Program received the 2003 Missouri Governor’s Award 

for Environmental Excellence and Pollution Prevention for leading the 
Colleges and Universities Sector in improving its overall environmental 
performance. 

 
 
 
 
 

• Since 2000, WashU has received 37 EH&S, safety, sustainability, recycling, and emergency 
preparedness awards and recognitions, including recognitions from the National Safety Council 
(NSC), APLU, Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE), 
American Biological Safety Association (ABSA), Association of College and University 
Telecommunications Administrators (ACUTA), University of Indonesia (UI) GreenMetric World 
University Ranking, Reader’s Digest Campus Safety Survey, and the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA). 

 
• When Backus was at the University of Minnesota, his 

program received the 1993 Minnesota Governor’s Award 
for Environmental Excellence and Pollution Prevention for 
Green Chemistry initiatives and improving environmental 
and hazardous waste practices for all the state’s colleges, 
universities, hospitals and agencies. 

 
 
 
 
Backus co-authored several important journal articles.  They include: 
 

• In 2001, Backus, as the lead author, wrote the first safety guidance for researchers working with 
trans-activating transduction protein (TAT) transduction domains.  Now, human 
immunodeficiency virus type-1 (HIV-1) trans-activating (TAT) protein and lentiviral vectors are 
commonly used by researchers to transduce proteins and other genetic material into cells.  But 
at the time, there was no safety or risk assessment guidance for researchers working with these 
materials.  This article the first to provide this type of guidance for the research community, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1074-9098(00)00205-7.  

• In 2011, Backus and Matt Finucane, Penn, provided guidance on how to develop regulatory 
compliance and training assessment tools, based on their model programs, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchas.2010.12.003. 

• In 2012 and 2013, Backus lead teams that co-authored articles on research safety culture, which 
are often cited by other authors, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchas.2012.02.001, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchas.2012.04.082, and 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchas.2012.12.012.  

https://source.wustl.edu/2018/08/national-award-honors-chemistry-departments-safety-innovation/
https://ehs.wustl.edu/about/awards-accolades/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1074-9098(00)00205-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchas.2010.12.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchas.2012.02.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchas.2012.04.082
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jchas.2012.12.012


• Backus was a consultant to the National Academy of Science - National Research Council's 
Committee on the rewrite of Prudent Practices in the Laboratory, Handling and Disposal of 
Chemicals (National Academy Press, 1995) and wrote the chapter on waste minimization 
(pollution prevention) and management of mixed waste in that edition.  (Prudent Practices is the 
standard referenced in OSHA's Laboratory Standard 1910.1450.) 

• In 2011, Backus was a reviewer for the National Academy of Science (NAS) 2011 report: 
“Prudent Practices in the Laboratory: Handling and Management of Chemical Hazards,” from the 
National Research Council’s Board on Chemical Sciences and Technology. 

 
In summary, Bruce Backus has been an outstanding leader in CSHEMA and the EH&S profession as a 
whole, and he is well-deserving of the CSHEMA Honorary Life Award.  We hope you honor him with this 
recognition. 

https://www.nap.edu/catalog/4911/prudent-practices-in-the-laboratory-handling-and-disposal-of-chemicals
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/4911/prudent-practices-in-the-laboratory-handling-and-disposal-of-chemicals
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/12654/prudent-practices-in-the-laboratory-handling-and-management-of-chemical


Safety Training Consortium 
 
 

 
 

 

http://safetytrainingconsortium.weebly.com/
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National award honors chemistry department’s safety
innovation
August 28, 2018

From le�: Graduate students Jason Scha�er, Natalia Gutierrez and Erin Gemmell conduct a peer safety inspection, one of the innovations noted in a recent national
safety award to the chemistry department. (Photo: Chanez Symister)

Graduate students develop and lead the department’s annual safety training.
Students and sta� can participate in a “peer safety group” that’s truly made up of
their peers. There are opportunities to win gi� cards for submitting near-miss
reports or identifying a “safety star.”

The Department of Chemistry in Arts & Sciences at Washington University in St.
Louis has made an investment in fostering and developing a valuable culture of
safety and compliance that goes all the way to the provost. The Campus Safety,
Health, and Environmental Management Association (CSHEMA) and Association of
Public and Land-grant Universities (APLU) recently recognized the department
with an Innovation Award for its outstanding program that improves research
safety on campus.

“Washington University in St. Louis received an Award of Honor for the chemistry
department’s multipronged approach to improving research safety culture. The
department has become a model for other departments at the university,” Peter K.
Dorhout, president of the American Chemical Society, said in a July comment in
Chemical & Engineering News.

In the application submitted by Bruce Backus, assistant vice chancellor for
environmental health and safety, Washington University summarized its safety
culture innovations as follows:

https://source.wustl.edu/
https://artsci.wustl.edu/ampersand/safety-first
https://www.cshema.org/
http://www.aplu.org/
https://cen.acs.org/acs-news/comment/Leading-change-through-culture-safety/96/i30
https://ehs.wustl.edu/contacts/Pages/BruceBackus.aspx


Backus

Leadership from the top

Safety education from the beginning for
incoming graduate students

Take ownership and responsibility for one’s
own safety program and training

Reward, don’t stigmatize, near-miss
reporting

Partner with industry safety experts to take
safety culture and programs to a higher level

Safety committees led by graduate students
and front-line researchers, supported and
encouraged by department leaders

The department shares its knowledge and
safety expertise with others and actively
promotes inclusion of those outside of the department in safety initiatives

Read the application materials in full, including descriptions of Washington
University innovations.

A RTS  &  S C I E N C E S AC A D E M I C  LA B  S A F E TY C H E M I ST RY S A F E TY  CU LT U R E

Media Contact: Talia Ogliore

Comments and respectful dialogue are encouraged, but content will be moderated. Please, no personal attacks, obscenity or
profanity, selling of commercial products, or endorsements of political candidates or positions. We reserve the right to remove

any inappropriate comments. We also cannot address individual medical concerns or provide medical advice in this forum.

©2020 Washington University in St. Louis

http://www.aplu.org/projects-and-initiatives/research-science-and-technology/task-force-laboratory-safety/CSHEMA-Awards/2018-CSHEMA/WUSTL-Chemistry-Department-Safety-Culture.pdf
https://source.wustl.edu/schools/arts-sciences/
https://source.wustl.edu/tag/academic-lab-safety/
https://source.wustl.edu/tag/chemistry/
https://source.wustl.edu/tag/safety-culture/
mailto:talia.ogliore@wustl.edu


It’s not uncommon to see emergency vehicles on a medical campus. But for three days in

late June, there were far more than usual at Washington University School of Medicine.

The St. Louis Fire Department vehicles were on the Medical Campus as part of a training

program geared toward improving �re safety and emergency response at the medical

school.

ROBERT BOSTON

City �re�ghters train for emergencies on
Medical Campus
Fire department and university partnership aimed at improving fire
safety, emergency response

July 7, 2016

St. Louis Fire Department vehicles are lined up on Euclid Avenue on the Medical Campus. For three days in late June, the vehicles
were stationed there as firefighters participated in a training program geared toward improving fire safety and emergency response
at the medical school.



ROBERT BOSTON

The St. Louis Fire Department and Washington University
partnered in a training program in late June on the Medical
Campus. From the le� are Bruce Backus of the O�ice of
Environmental Health and Safety; Deputy Chief and Fire
Marshal Charles Coyle of the fire department; and Ty
Davisson, emergency management program director with
the School of Medicine’s Facilities Management
Department.

About 18 months ago, the �re department began working with the university’s O�ce of

Environmental Health and Safety and the School of Medicine’s Facilities Management

Department. Initially, the aim was for representatives from the three to inspect, together,

every building at the medical school so that �re personnel would know the layout and have a

good idea of what to expect in an emergency situation.

Out of those inspections rose a partnership

initiative with the �re department. The �rst

phase of that initiative began June 27, when

some 40 �re department o�cers, �re�ghters

and emergency medical technicians came to

the Medical Campus for training regarding

research-safety risks on the campus. The �re

personnel participated in sessions with

Emergency Management and Protective

Services leaders and other experts, and learned

about biological, radiation, hazardous

materials and other risks they might encounter

at the school.

On June 28 and 29, two other shi�s of 40 �re

personnel each also were trained on the

Medical Campus.

“In the St. Louis Fire Department, we recognize that with today’s changing environment,

emergency preparedness takes a commitment from all the stakeholders,” said Deputy Chief

and Fire Marshal Charles Coyle. “The partnership that has been developed with Washington

University School of Medicine will help make the students, faculty, visitors and the �rst

responders safer in the event of an emergency. We look forward to utilizing this partnership

as a template when working with other entities within Washington University Medical

Center and the city as a whole.”

Future phases of the partnership initiative will begin in two to three months and will include

�re personnel walkthroughs of higher risk areas on the Medical Campus, table top drills and,

ultimately, full-response drills.

Bruce Backus, the university’s assistant vice chancellor for Environmental Health and Safety,

lauded the training and the partnership.

“This allows �re personnel the opportunity to see the inside of safety-sensitive labs, so they

can better prepare for the possibility of emergency situations in these locations,” Backus



ROBERT BOSTON

said. “In addition, our partnership with the �re department helps improve the safety of

everyone on the campus.”

St. Louis city firefighters participate in a training session on the Medical Campus. In the front row are (from le�) Patrick Hecht, Robert
Komorowski and Calvin Stewart.

Related

Medical school and hospital align
security services

'Dial 10' to take e�ect April 15 on
Medical Campus

Medical school physicians, sta�
aid hurricane victims

MEDIA CONTACT

Elizabethe Holland Durando, Director of Medical News & Record Medical Editor

314-286-0119
elizabethe.durando@wustl.edu

https://medicine.wustl.edu/news/medical-school-hospital-align-security-services/
https://medicine.wustl.edu/news/dial-10-to-take-effect-april-15-on-medical-campus/
https://medicine.wustl.edu/news/medical-school-physicians-staff-aid-hurricane-victims/
mailto:elizabethe.durando@wustl.edu
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S C I E N C E  &  T E C H N O LO G Y

From the provost: Lab safety — going beyond compliance to
a positive culture
August 1, 2014

Members of the Washington University in St. Louis
community:

Chemical research is potentially hazardous, and
universities have an obligation to do all we can to instill
a culture that promotes safety.

On July 31, the National Research Council released an
important report, “Safe Science: Promoting a Culture of
Safety in Academic Chemical Research,” authored by a committee I chaired. We
took a di�erent and, I believe, stronger approach to the issue, widening the
conversation to bring together safety culture experts from outside higher
education, chemical researchers and university administrators.

This is the most important takeaway from our report : A holistic approach that
goes beyond simple compliance with existing rules is the best way to reduce the
potential hazards of chemical research — and all of the potential hazards faced by
organizations.

Compliance generally means reducing hazards that we know about, but a strong,
positive safety culture promotes the mindfulness that we need to reduce — or
even eliminate — risks that are not anticipated by existing rules.

Some of the report’s recommendations focus on what university administrators
should do to send the message that safety is important and that the whole
institution must be committed to a culture of safety. We’ll be pursuing those
immediately and asking folks to read the report and start adopting some of the
ideas. Below is an article about the report and a summary of the findings.

We are fortunate to have strong, empowered leadership and nationally recognized
expertise in Bruce Backus, director of our Environmental Health & Safety. His
e�orts paired with a community-wide shared commitment to safety will allow us
to approach this issue in a way that relies upon every individual and every team of
researchers to do their part.

We need everyone to read the report and take responsibility, and that includes
me. I will be visible on this issue — don’t be surprised to see me handing out safety
glasses and lab coats at events such as orientation.

H. Holden Thorp
Provost and Distinguished Professor of Chemistry and of Medicine at Washington
University in St. Louis

https://source.wustl.edu/
https://source.wustl.edu/category/science-technology/
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=18706
backusb
Highlight



Strong, positive safety culture in chemical labs requires support from all
levels within research institutions

WASHINGTON — Everyone involved in the academic chemical research enterprise
— from researchers and principal investigators to university leadership — has an
important role to play in establishing and promoting a strong, positive safety
culture, says a new report  from the National Research Council. This requires a
constant commitment to safety organization-wide and emphasis on identifying
and solving problems, rather than merely adhering to a set of rules and assigning
blame when those rules are not followed.

Chemical hazards can be found in many academic fields and settings, including
the biological sciences, medical schools, engineering disciplines and art studios.
Recent serious and some fatal accidents in research laboratories at U.S.
universities have prompted government agencies, professional societies,
industries and universities themselves to re-examine the issue of safety in
chemical research.

“The shi� away from mere compliance and toward promoting a strong, positive
safety culture has already yielded benefits in industries such as aviation and
health care,” said H. Holden Thorp, PhD, provost and distinguished professor of
chemistry and of medicine at Washington University in St. Louis, and chair of the
committee that wrote the report. “We hope our recommendations help move
academic chemical research in a similar fashion — toward the adoption of a
culture of safety in laboratories that goes beyond inspections, standard operating
procedures and chemical safety plans, all with the ultimate goal of protecting the
lives and health of those who work there.”

The availability and commitment of university resources to lab safety vary across
institutions, the committee found. It identified five major groups at universities
and the steps they should take to support a strong safety culture:

Presidents, chancellors, and provosts should demonstrate that safety is a
core value of their institutions by discussing safety frequently and publicly,
and encouraging others to do so as well. They should use university resources
in ways that support safety, for example by paying for personal protective
equipment and hazardous waste disposal. They also should have in place a
comprehensive risk management plan for lab safety that addresses
prevention, mitigation and emergency response.

Vice presidents for research and deans should ensure that their institutions
only undertake areas of research that they can carry out safely. They also
should make sure everyone involved in the research knows his or her role in
supporting safety, and should develop reporting structures that better
integrate safety management into overall research management.

Principal investigators and department chairs are responsible for
establishing a strong, positive safety culture in the laboratories they oversee,
by demonstrating safe practices and wearing personal protective equipment,
ensuring researchers are properly trained in safety before they begin any work,
and encouraging open, ongoing dialogue about safety concerns.

Researchers have a responsibility for supporting safety culture in the
laboratories where they work and should be encouraged to take on leadership

http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=18706


roles, such as serving on safety committees and taking part in nonpunitive,
walk-through inspections of other laboratories. Institutions should provide
researchers with the equipment, training, systems and support they need to
work safely.

Environmental health and safety sta� should partner with administrators,
faculty and researchers to go beyond compliance and support these groups as
they undertake actions to establish a strong, positive safety culture.

“Our recommendations for improving the overall safety performance of
laboratories are grounded in insights from the behavioral sciences, while taking
into consideration what we know about chemistry safety,” said committee vice
chair David DeJoy, professor emeritus of health promotion and behavior and
director emeritus of the Workplace Health Group in the College of Public Health at
the University of Georgia. “The committee used its behavioral sciences knowledge
together with an examination of successful safety systems from other sectors, to
draw lessons that could be applied in academic laboratory research.”

In addition to improving the organizational dynamics that drive safety practice,
laboratories should conduct analyses that will help them identify and mitigate
hazards, the report says. One key approach to identifying dangers before they
cause any harm is to report and collect data on near misses — situations in which
a combination of unsafe conditions and/or behaviors could have led to injuries or
other adverse outcomes, but did not. Such data o�en are repressed or distorted
when there is punitive action in response to incidents.

The committee found that though training is an important element of a positive
safety culture, there is a lack of comprehensive, ongoing and laboratory-centric
training and education for various groups within the research community.
Therefore, department leaders and principal investigators, in partnership with
environmental health and safety professionals, should develop and implement
initial, ongoing and periodic refresher training that ensures understanding of
potential hazards and associated risks, and the ability to execute proper
protective measures to mitigate them.

The study was sponsored by the National Science Foundation, U.S. Department of
Energy, National Institute of Standards and Technology, E.I. du Pont de Nemours
and Co., ExxonMobil Chemical Co. and the American Chemical Society. The
National Academy of Sciences, National Academy of Engineering, Institute of
Medicine and National Research Council make up the National Academies. They
are private, independent nonprofit institutions that provide science, technology
and health policy advice under a congressional charter granted in 1863. The
National Research Council is the principal operating arm of the National Academy
of Sciences and the National Academy of Engineering. For more information, visit
www.national-academies.org.
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WUSTL, sta� win safety awards
August 3, 2011

Washington University, two administrators and a School of Medicine department
have received safety awards from the Campus Safety Health and Environmental
Management Association (CSHEMA) and the National Safety Council (NSC).

Washington University was recognized with CSHEMA’s 2011 Complete Safety
Program Award of Merit for excellence in the university’s institutional safety and
compliance programs. This award recognizes WUSTL’s excellence in designing and
implementing institutional safety programs while incorporating novel e�orts in
complying with standardized regulations.

Also receiving safety awards were Henry S. Webber, executive vice chancellor for
administration; Walter W. Davis Jr., assistant vice chancellor and assistant dean for
medical school facilities; and the medical school custodial services department,
led by Ivory Reed, director of support services.

“These awards reflect that departments across the university are stepping up their
safety e�orts and incorporating safety into their day-to-day behaviors,” says Bruce
Backus, assistant vice chancellor for environmental health and safety.

“While not stated in the individual award titles, individuals and departments in
Arts & Sciences, Sam Fox School of Design & Visual Arts, School of Engineering &
Applied Science, School of Medicine, Olin Business School, the Central Fiscal Unit
and others have worked to make safety a priority for the university,” Backus says.

Webber and Davis also received the 2011 CSHEMA Campus Leaders Who Care
Award, marking the first time that CSHEMA has awarded a single institution two of
these awards in the same calendar year. The award recognizes the outstanding
involvement and support of senior administrators for their understanding of how
important environmental stewardship, health and safety issues are to their
institutions.

Webber was recognized for developing and formalizing a multi-departmental
approach to prioritize and address the university’s safety risks. Under his
leadership, the university’s sustainability and disaster preparedness programs
have improved significantly.

Davis was recognized as a leader who has made safety his department’s No. 1
priority. Davis and his department of approximately 400 full-time employees
reduced their OSHA recordable injury-illness rate by approximately 45 percent in
the past five years.

A division within Davis’ department at the School of Medicine, Custodial Services,
led by Reed, received the NSC’s Milestone Award for reaching 231 days, or 225,720
employee hours, without an injury involving days away from work.

https://source.wustl.edu/
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WUSTL earns four safety awards from national
organizations
June 10, 2009

Many Washington University employees have been working hard to make the
WUSTL community a safe place for all of its members to work, study and live.

This spring, the success of these e�orts was recognized with four safety awards
from national safety organizations. The University received three awards from the
National Safety Council (NSC) for demonstrating the safety of WUSTL work
environments and one from the Campus Safety, Heath and Environmental
Management Association (CSHEMA) for its crisis communications planning.

“It is gratifying to see University departments embrace safety as part of their
culture,” said Bruce Backus, assistant vice chancellor for environmental health
and safety. “The best safety programs encourage all students, sta� and faculty to
raise safety concerns. They then work collaboratively to improve safety and make
it an ongoing top priority for their program.”

The NSC presented WUSTL with its 2009 “Occupational Excellence Achievement
Award,” which recognizes employers that have injury and illness rates (days
missed from work) that are equal to or less than 50 percent of the Bureau of Labor
Statistics’ rate for the employer’s particular industrial sector during the previous
calendar year. According to Backus, WUSTL’s injury/illness rate was less than half
of the rate for the colleges and universities sector.

The Danforth Campus Facilities Planning and Management, Maintenance
Operations Division, received the NSC’s 2009 “Recognition of Significant
Improvement Award” for reducing the number of injuries and illnesses that
involved days away from work within its operation by greater than 20 percent,
based on a comparison against the prior year’s performance.

The Medical School Facilities Management Department, Facilities Engineering
Division, received the NSC’s 2009 “Milestone Award” in recognition of operating
200 consecutive days within its facility without injury or illness that resulted in
days away from work. (As of June 5, the division is up to 270 days.)

CSHEMA awarded WUSTL its 2009 “Solutions at Work Award,” which recognizes
unique and innovative solutions for safety issues, for the University’s “Where to
Go” campaign and emergency preparedness e�orts.

This award recognizes Public A�airs’ e�orts in developing the “Where to Go”
campaign with Environmental Health & Safety, the development by Public A�airs
of the WUSTL Emergency Communications Plan and the Public A�airs’ Crisis
Management Team, and the various communication systems — emergency text-
messaging, sirens, emergency hotline — developed by Information Systems and
Telecommunications, Facilities Planning and Management, Public A�airs and
Environmental Health & Safety.

https://source.wustl.edu/


Additions to EH&S Web site

The Department of Environmental Health & Safety (EH&S) has added an online
safety recommendation form and a safety perception survey to its Web site,
ehs.wustl.edu.

The safety recommendation form allows faculty, sta�, students and visitors to
submit safety concerns and suggestions to EH&S. These suggestions will be
shared with the appropriate departments, such as police and facilities.

The safety perception survey is a tool to gain knowledge about people’s attitudes
and perceptions about safety.

The information will be used to improve safety practices within the University
community.

For more information, call Brad King, University safety o�icer, at 935-9262.

Media Contact: Jessica Daues
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The highest standards
August 13, 2008

Martha McDougall (le�), chair of the Campus Safety Health and Environmental
Management Association (CSHEMA) Awards Committee, presents the CSHEMA
Award of Merit to Bruce Backus, assistant vice chancellor for environmental health
and safety, and Chancellor Mark S. Wrighton at a ceremony July 28 at the Hyatt
Regency St. Louis. CSHEMA is the leading environmental health and safety (EH&S)
professional organization for colleges, universities and research institutions, and
CSHEMA’s Award of Merit recognizes institutions that have high-caliber EH&S
programs in all areas of safety, occupational health and environmental protection.
“The award requires stringent documentation to demonstrate that Washington
University has a complete environmental, health and safety program that meets
the highest standards,” Backus said. “The programs are assessed and reviewed by
a panel of EH&S directors from institutions with top safety and compliance
programs, who recognize only the top entries. It is considered a significant honor
to receive this award.”

Media Contact: Jessica Daues
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University earns ‘A’ in campus safety report
March 7, 2008

Washington University earned an “A” in a recent Reader’s Digest report about the
safety of college campuses in the United States. The University was ranked eighth
out of 135 institutions surveyed.

Reader’s Digest surveyed colleges and universities about their safety practices.
Based on their responses, schools were assigned a grade of A, B or C.

“We are pleased with the recognition but realize that rankings mean little to a
person who is the victim of a serious accident on campus or the victim of a violent
crime,” said Bruce Backus, assistant vice chancellor for environmental health and
safety. “That’s why we are continually striving to improve our safety and security
programs as well as our disaster-preparedness planning and response e�orts.

“The campus safety program at Washington University is a collaborative e�ort,”
Backus said, “involving many departments, University and student groups,
faculty, sta�, students, parents of students, alumni and others. We all work
together to foster a culture of safety, where everyone watches out not only for
their own safety and security but also the safety of everyone within the University
and the surrounding communities.”

Chief of University Police Don Strom echoed Backus’ comments. “While we
appreciate the recognition, it is critical that our community continue to stay
focused on our shared responsibility for enhancing safety and security on
campus,” Strom said.

“Our safety and security awareness programs and security steps are important,
but the most important component is the community’s awareness and
commitment to identifying and reporting safety and security concerns,” he said.

For the report, schools completed a questionnaire about safety practices, which
asked the schools to list the percentage of students living in dorms with safety
cameras, with smoke detectors, with full-time security and with doors that feature
peepholes or chains.

The survey also asked each school to provide its number of full-time University
police and whether topics such as binge drinking, drug use and rape were
discussed during freshman orientation.

Of the 135 colleges and universities participating in the survey, 45 earned an A
grade; 46 earned a B; and 44 a C.

The report is published in the March 2008 issue and is available online at rd.com.
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Bruce Backus (le�), Washington University
assistant vice chancellor of environmental
health and safety, and United States
Environmental Protection Agency
Administrator Stephen L. Johnson, tour the
laboratory of Himadri Pakrasi, Ph.D.,
Washington University Endowed Professor of
Biology in Arts & Sciences and Professor of
Energy in the School of Engineering and
Applied Science on Octa. 11, 2006. Johnson
came to Washington University to announce
the development of a new, national
compliance assistance center for colleges and
universities invovling a consortium of higher
education organizations to which Washington
University belongs. In remarks at a ceremony,
Johnson recognized the leadership that
Washington University has shown in
managing hazardous waste and in its many
environmental endeavors. He also praised the
active role Backus has played nationally and
locally in higher education laboratory safety.

EPA announces establishment of new university compliance
assistance center
Washington University in St. Louis to be key player

By Tony Fitzpatrick • October 11, 2006

St. Louis, Oct. 11, 2006 – Recognizing the leadership that Washington University in
St. Louis has shown in management of hazardous waste and its many
environmental initiatives, the head of the United States Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA), during a visit to Washington University, announced plans to
establish a new, national compliance assistance center for colleges and
universities, and Washington University will be very active in the center.

EPA administrator Stephen L. Johnson announced that a five-year grant of up to
$350,000 will be made to a consortium comprising four national academic
organizations: National Association of College and University Business O�icers
(NACUBO), Campus Consortium for Environmental Excellence (C2E2), Campus
Safety, Health and Environmental Management Association (CSHEMA), and the
Association of Higher Education Facilities O�icers (APPA). Washington University is
a member of NACUBO, CSHEMA, and APPA and likely will become a member of
C2E2.

EPA has successfully started compliance
centers in the industrial sector to help
industries understand their compliance
requirements and to provide the
companies in those sectors with tools to
improve their environmental
performance — beyond simple
compliance requirements.

“I am thankful to Bruce Backus and his
colleagues for the leadership and e�ort
that have been brought to bear on these
crucial issues related to the environment
and the management of hazardous
waste,” said Chancellor Mark S.
Wrighton. “We believe that Washington
University is well positioned to be a
leader in several key environmental
areas in the coming years, and we
appreciate this recognition by the EPA.”

EPA recently published a proposed new
hazardous waste rule that focuses on
academic laboratories. The proposed
rule recognizes that college and
university teaching and research laboratories are di�erent from large scale

https://source.wustl.edu/


chemical manufacturing facilities, and that the existing hazardous waste rules,
written 20 years ago for large-scale chemical manufacturing facilities, do not fit
well in a university laboratory.

The existing rules create administrative burdens, such as very specific labeling
requirements for every test tube and bottle of unwanted chemical materials,
which does not translate into better protections for the environment.

The proposed new regulation for colleges and universities creates a performance-
based rule, which will be easier to apply and will make it easier for universities to
direct resources toward their environmental stewardship initiatives.

For the past six years, Washington University has participated or led the way in
partnering with EPA to explore, trial and adopt best management practices in the
management of hazardous waste through the Howard Hughes Medical Institute
Best Management Practices Workgroup and the NIH Regulatory Burden
workgroup, and through the e�orts of Bruce Backus, Washington University
assistant vice chancellor of environmental health and safety, who served as Chair
of the EPA Colleges and Universities Sector Coordinating Committee.

According to Backus, Washington University’s environmental thrust currently
focuses on five areas: energy research, aerosols and air quality, sustainable river
systems, sustainable ecosystems and environmental health studies
(http://eer.wustl.edu/) .

One of the goals of the initiative is to eventually make the Washington University
campuses living laboratories for environmental research and education.

The university partners with regional organizations and businesses in this e�ort,
such as the Missouri Botanical Garden, St. Louis Science Museum, and the Donald
Danforth Plant Science Center. Top graduate students from around the world are
being recruited into the interdisciplinary Environmental and Energy Research
program.

Soon the university will add a new assistant vice chancellor for energy and the
environment position, which will focus on sustainability and collaborative e�orts
between university operations and the university’s seven schools. Washington
University made a major commitment to mass transportation this year through
the issuance of free public transportation passes (buses and trains) to all students,
faculty and sta�.

The Washington University facilities departments have implemented several
energy conservation initiatives. It received the 2003 Missouri Governor’s Award for
Environmental Excellence and Pollution Prevention, and the 2000 Environmental
Excellence Award from the Choose Environmental Excellence Gateway Region for
ridesharing and recycling programs.

Backus stepped down from the Chair position, a�er serving in that role for three
years, but still serves on the Coordinating Committee. The committee focuses on
all environmental aspects — air, water, waste, hazardous materials, performance
measures, management systems, sustainable operations, energy conservation,
and green buildings, among other issues.

http://eer.wustl.edu/


The committee, through the EPA Sectors Program, which is part of the EPA O�ice
of Policy, Economics and Innovation, works will all the o�ices within EPA to break
down barriers to environmental improvement. For the past three years, that e�ort
has focused on the hazardous waste regulations, which have long been an issue
for the colleges and universities sector.
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Colleges May Get a Break on Hazardous-Waste
Rules
By KELLY FIELD DECEMBER 17, 2004

 PREMIUM

Proposed change by EPA follows crackdown and years of lobbying by institutions

Map: Showing waste-management penalties at collegesBy KELLY FIELD

In 1997 inspectors from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency visited the University of Hawaii and found

thousands of containers of hazardous chemicals stashed in an old fallout shelter beneath the Manoa campus's

main chemistry building. The agency fined the university for violating the Resource Conservation and Recovery

Act, the federal law governing hazardous-waste management on college campuses. After negotiations, the

university agreed to pay $1.7-million, the largest federal hazardous-waste fine ever paid by a college.

Since then, the EPA has inspected scores of laboratories, art studios, and photography labs at more than 300

small and large colleges and issued $8-million in penalties and environmental projects through its College and

University Initiative, a campus-by-campus crackdown that started in the Northeast in 1999 and has gradually

spread throughout the country. EPA officials say that the enforcement effort, while at times uneven, is necessary

to bring delinquent campuses into compliance with federal environmental laws.

But college leaders say the majority of the violations at universities are administrative, not substantive, and

typically cause little or no actual environmental harm. They blame the industry-oriented resource-conservation

law for their failures, and have lobbied vigorously for years for regulatory relief from the law. They may soon get

it.

A rule change the EPA is scheduled to issue in the next several months would shift the burden for identifying

hazardous waste from professors and graduate students to environmental-health-and-safety personnel,

allowing colleges to make hazardous-waste determinations in central accumulation areas rather than in

laboratories. It would also allow college laboratories to store hazardous materials for longer periods of time and

treat some waste on-site without a permit, reducing the amount that must be shipped off-site.

Supporters say the changes could help standardize practices across campuses, making it easier to comply with

federal standards when researchers move between colleges in different regions.

"We're 180 degrees from an industrial operation, which the regulations were written to address," said Roy Y.

Takekawa, the environmental-health-and-safety director at the University of Hawaii-Manoa. "If we can get

some changes, it might make it easier in the future."

The Crackdown
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The EPA's College and University Initiative began in the Northeast's Region 1 after inspectors picked up on a

pattern of violations during visits to Boston University, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the

University of New Hampshire, and Yale University. The inspectors proposed an approach that would combine

enforcement with compliance assistance, and their bosses agreed. Four other EPA regions quickly followed suit.

In 2000 the EPA devoted an issue of its Enforcement Alert newsletter to colleges and universities. The front-page

headline warned: "EPA holding educational institutions to same standards as industry."

But the EPA headquarters in Washington never coordinated the crackdown for its field offices, and some regions

have been much more aggressive than others. The most punitive have been those with a high concentration of

college campuses, including the coastal regions covering New England, New York, and New Jersey, the mid-

Atlantic and the Pacific Southwest; the least have been Regions 8 and 10, which cover the Western States.

Colleges in "some regions will say, 'Oh, we have no trouble,'" says Anne Gross, vice president for regulatory

affairs for the National Association of College and University Business Officers. But institutions in other areas

"will say, 'That's not what they say in my region.'"

Agency inspectors say the most common violations involve failure to label containers properly; failure to inspect

hazardous-waste containers weekly; failure to train laboratory workers; failure to minimize risk of fire or

explosion; and improper disposal of hazardous materials.

The inspectors say most violations occur because colleges do not devote sufficient resources to their

environmental-health-and-safety departments. At some smaller colleges, they say, hazardous-waste disposal is

handled by the sanitation and janitorial departments, or by campus police. Larger colleges, meanwhile, may fail

to designate one person to oversee their multiple environmental-health-and-safety departments.

Russ Schaff, the facility health-and-safety coordinator at Washington State University, says that when his

university was inspected in 1982, hazardous waste was supervised by himself and a radiation-safety employee,

and was handled by a fire chief who doubled as a police officer. The university later hired four employees to

handle hazardous waste.

Other colleges conclude that the risk of being inspected is low and "roll the dice," says Peggy Bagnoli, the EPA's

liaison to academe. "There are only so many EPA people out there, and they can't inspect everyone, so they say,

'I'll take my chances.'"

In some cases, violations occur when professors do not take waste management seriously, says Kenneth B. Rota,

the chief enforcement officer in Region 1. "Professors don't like to be told what to do in their labs. It's their

kingdom," Mr. Rota says.

When inspectors do find a violation, they calculate a fine that is often negotiated down by colleges. One way

they do that is by proposing a so-called Supplemental Environmental Project, like the Environmental Virtual

Campus at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. It is a Web site that lets college employees and others



navigate a virtual laboratory, a medical area, an art studio, and a waste-storage facility to identify the federal

regulatory requirements. Typically, the EPA will reduce the monetary fine by $1 for each dollar invested in an

environmental project.

In rarer cases, colleges may challenge the penalty in court. Few colleges choose this route, though, because the

legal fees are often higher than the penalties, says Barry M. Hartman, an attorney who often represents the

American Council on Education. But Mr. Hartman says that by not contesting the penalties, colleges may have

made themselves "easy targets" for the agency.

"If you put a policeman in the back of your car, sooner or later he is going to give you a ticket," he says.

Rethinking the Law

Enacted in 1976, the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act has always been an awkward fit for academe,

which produces less than 1 percent of the nation's hazardous waste. Written with industry in mind, the law was

tailored to large-scale producers of select types of hazardous waste, like petroleum and metals manufacturers.

The result, critics say, was a "fundamental mismatch" between the law and college campuses, which produce

smaller quantities, but larger varieties, of hazardous waste.

While industrial plants are typically centralized, college campuses tend to consist of many individual labs, art

and photography studios, and hospitals run by individual professors and students. At some larger universities,

each college has its own environmental-health-and-safety department, with its own budget. This decentralized

structure, coupled with high student turnover, makes it difficult for colleges to put in place uniform waste-

management practices, critics of the law say.

The proposed rule change from the EPA would move the hazardous-waste determination out of the laboratory

and into a central waste-accumulation area.

"It would take the burden off laboratory personnel," says Bruce D. Backus, assistant vice chancellor for

environmental health and safety at Washington University in St. Louis and chairman of a committee that is

working with the EPA on the rule change. "You would have better quality control."

Under the proposal, students and professors would simply label used chemicals "laboratory waste," and leave it

to the environmental-health-and-safety personnel to code the waste as "hazardous," and dispose of it according

to federal requirements. Mr. Backus said the shift could also lead to greater waste recycling, since

environmental-health-and-safety personnel are often know the chemical needs of other laboratories.

The new regulations would also give universities the authority to treat wastes on campus without obtaining a

permit and give laboratories 30 days, rather than the current three, to remove hazardous waste once the 55-

gallon limit has been met. Many colleges have complained that it is difficult to predict when accumulation

limits will be reached and arrange for a pickup within three days.

Test Campuses
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Some of the rule changes are being tested on three New England campuses chosen for their clean

environmental records: the University of Vermont, the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, and Boston

College.

At Boston College, evidence of the test can be seen in the bright-yellow labels affixed to the bottles for collecting

acetone, methylene chloride, and other hazardous wastes from the chemistry department's experiments.

Instead of "hazardous waste" at the top, the label reads "laboratory waste."

Although seemingly superficial, this semantic shift signifies a major change in laboratory protocol, says Gail

Hall, the college's environmental-health-and-safety officer. It means that professors and students are no longer

responsible for determining whether the waste is hazardous, a task that now falls to Ms. Hall.

Ms. Hall says the change has taken some of the administrative burden off professors, allowing them to focus on

their research. "Their mission is to do research to get more grant money and graduate students," she says.

"Their job is science."

The pilot project also required Boston College to develop an "environmental management plan" describing how

the college would meet a series of minimum performance criteria established by the EPA. That requirement,

while not part of the proposed rule change, has allowed the college to coordinate compliance with federal

environmental laws and overlapping regulations from the Occupational Safety and Health Administration.

Excluded from the rule change are some proposals sought by college lobbyists that will have to wait to be

considered as part of the agency's broader review of the resource-conservation law, which began last spring.

Those changes would help the movement and consolidation of waste on campuses that are bisected by public

roads. They also would allow smaller colleges to occasionally exceed the waste limit for the "small quantity

generator" categories without being kicked into the "large quantity generator" group, which carries additional

regulatory requirements.

John DeLaHunt, assistant director for environmental health-and-safety services at Colorado College, says those

changes would make a much bigger difference for small colleges than the proposed tweaks, since many smaller

colleges are already exempt from the accumulation rules and storage time limits now being changed.

Meanwhile, some EPA inspectors said that the proposed rule change will not signify the end of the crackdown

on colleges.

"When we start seeing better compliance," says Mr. Rota of Region 1, "we'll start focusing somewhere else."

WASTE-MANAGEMENT PENALTIES AT COLLEGES

Since 1999 the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has inspected

hundreds of colleges and imposed millions of dollars in penalties. In

order to reduce or eliminate such fines, institutions in some cases

have agreed to conduct Supplemental Environmental Projects.
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EPA Considers Easing Regulations Governing
Hazardous Wastes on Campuses
By JEFFREY BRAINARD JUNE 19, 2003

 PREMIUM

Washington

Officials at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency said on Wednesday that they are considering changes to

the agency's regulations and policies governing the management and disposal of hazardous materials on

college campuses. The agency held its first formal meeting with university officials to solicit suggestions for

changes, and many said the existing system of oversight was overly restrictive and unproductive.

The meeting followed years of complaints that the agency's regulations on hazardous materials, which were

originally written with large industries in mind, don't fit well in college settings, such as science laboratories and

art studios. One of the big complaints on Wednesday was that the regulations require university employees to

label and store each batch of hazardous materials precisely.

However, college officials say, there can be hundreds of separate laboratories on a single campus, and the

professors and students in each location should not be expected to know and follow exactly all of the

regulations. Instead, they say, the job should fall to the university's environmental-safety experts, but existing

rules make that difficult.

"What we should be looking for is a very simple program where you can go into a lab ... and make sure that the

people working there know to make sure that [hazardous materials] get to the appropriate person within the

institution" for disposal, said Bruce D. Backus, assistant vice chancellor for environmental health and safety at

Washington University in St. Louis.

Many of the speakers at Wednesday's hearing urged the agency to adopt a more flexible approach that would

judge colleges based on how well they protect people and the environment and how well they reduce their use

of hazardous materials.

EPA officials acknowledged some of the complaints and said they were willing to consider changes.

"What we're really trying to do is make a better fit to the lab setting," said Kristina L. Meson, team leader for the

Laboratories Initiative in the EPA's Office of Solid Waste. "We are looking to improve compliance, not by

relaxing standards but by improving the fit."

https://www.chronicle.com/
https://www.chronicle.com/section/Archives/39
backusb
Highlight



Wednesday's meeting follows years of requests from college officials for change. Those demands intensified in

recent years as some of the EPA's regional offices vigorously pushed colleges to comply with the existing

regulations. The agency has fined some universities several hundred thousand dollars for violations.

Then in 1999, the EPA began an experiment to test a performance-based method of oversight coupled with a

more flexible interpretation of existing regulations (The Chronicle, October 15, 1999). A report from the EPA last

year said the project -- which involved Boston College, the University of Massachusetts at Boston, and the

University of Vermont -- had met most of its goals and could provide a model for reforms at the national level.

The EPA's Boston office, which covers the New England states, is expected to recommend that the experiment,

scheduled to end in September, continue.

Then in 2002, the Howard Hughes Medical Institute issued a report that endorsed the performance-based

approach, based on a multi-year study of 10 of the nation's largest research universities (The Chronicle, March

1, 2002). Many states are responsible for enforcing the EPA's regulations, and some states outside of New

England have demonstrated sympathy for the more-flexible approach. But state officials have been awaiting

explicit permission from the EPA.

Wednesday's meeting attracted dozens of college officials to the main meeting site here, and to satellite

locations in Boston, Chicago, and San Francisco. All four sites were linked by videoconferencing.

Among the other suggestions made by college officials was that the EPA allow colleges to collect and store

hazardous materials for more than 90 days. Currently, after that period expires, colleges generally must pay a

commercial hauler to remove the materials from campuses for disposal. Greater latitude would give colleges

that handle relatively small amounts of hazardous materials flexibility to ship it less frequently, saving them

money without hurting the environment, said Kimberly Dalton Ferris, director of environmental health and

safety at the State University of New York College at Geneseo.

Other university officials asked the agency to provide better guidance -- although not strict rules -- about the

conditions under which universities would be allowed to treat hazardous materials on campuses rather than

remove them.

The EPA published a notice in the Federal Register on June 3 inviting comment on specific topics related to the

regulations. Comments are due by July 18.

"I feel like I've been waiting my entire career for this meeting," Ms. Ferris said during a break at Wednesday's

meeting. "The EPA hasn't really listened to the regulated sectors before now."
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EPA Prods New England Colleges on Environmental Regulations (3/26/1999)
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Environmental Health and Safety reorganizes, wins
governor’s award
By Andy Clendennen • January 1, 2002

The environment is at the center of many political debates, strategies and
platforms.

And on a more local level, environmental concerns are always present at
successful research institutions such as the University.

To help get all departments, programs and schools on the same environmental
page, the O�ice of Environmental Health & Safety (EH&S) recently was reorganized
and wasted no time in making its presence felt.

The o�ice won the 2003 Governor’s Award for Environmental Excellence and
Pollution Prevention, in the category of environmental management systems, for
work it accomplished at the School of Medicine.

The University is being recognized for the outstanding environmental program
developed at the medical school. The program goes beyond compliance to
implementing innovative systems in education, oversight and pollution
prevention.

As part of the program, EH&S partnered with the Howard Hughes Medical
Institute, nine other top research institutions across the country, the
Environmental Protection Agency and 10 state regulatory agencies to develop
consensus best management environmental practices for research institutions.

Bruce Backus was appointed as assistant vice chancellor for environmental health
and safety, where he oversees the compliance programs at both the Hilltop and
Medical campuses. Linda Vishino joined the University as its environmental
compliance o�icer, responsible for all environmental compliance systems at both
campuses.

There are several reasons for the reorganization.

While safety and compliance with EPA regulations are two of the main drivers for
this reorganization, there is one other reason: The University wants to become a
leader in academic environmental stewardship and feels that a single program
will improve all University safety and environmental e�orts, according to Backus.

“We wish to partner with the excellent programs within the University, to become
a good role model for environmental health and safety within our community,”
Backus said.

The reorganization resulted in the combination of the Hilltop and Medical
campuses’ programs into a single department, which reports directly to Michael
Cannon, executive vice chancellor and general counsel.

https://source.wustl.edu/


“The organizational change enhances the University’s programs at a time of
increased regulatory review of all colleges and universities by federal and state
environmental agencies,” Backus said. “These agencies view compliance to be an
institutional function, rather than a campus function.”

To that end, the EH&S o�ice will step up its role on both campuses and be
involved with laboratories and shops by staying up to date on regulatory
responsibilities, hazardous-waste management e�orts, questions about biological
and chemical safety, in-door air quality, chemical exposure monitoring, radiation
and general safety.

“Bruce has what it takes to take Washington University’s environmental and safety
programs to the next level of sophistication: wide competencies, surefooted
managerial instincts and the respect of both the key regulatory agencies and his
counterparts nationwide,” Cannon said. “With Bruce at the helm, Washington
University is well-positioned to be a national leader in environmental
management.”

Additionally, EH&S will ensure the University is in compliance with state and
federal laws on all campuses and properties by conducting annual inspections of
laboratories and shops and providing regulatory compliance feedback.

“At Washington University, safety and environmental compliance are everyone’s
responsibility,” Vishino said. “Our o�ice exists to provide the leadership and
resources to facilitate and coordinate these e�orts.”

Many items can be hazardous if improperly disposed of in the environment,
including white goods containing Freon, such as refrigerators, freezers and air
conditioners; florescent light bulbs; high intensity discharge lamps and ultraviolet
germicidal lamps; specialty batteries, such as lithium, nickel-cadmium, lead-acid
or led acid gel-cells; computers; computer monitors; electronic equipment
containing circuit boards; used oils, solvents, paints and corrosives; and heavy
materials such as mercury.

Should you need to dispose of any of these materials, call EH&S at 362-6816 or go
online to ehs.wustl.edu for additional information.

Comments and respectful dialogue are encouraged, but content will be moderated. Please, no personal attacks, obscenity or
profanity, selling of commercial products, or endorsements of political candidates or positions. We reserve the right to remove

any inappropriate comments. We also cannot address individual medical concerns or provide medical advice in this forum.
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