
Date: Fri, 19 Mar 1999 13:52:00 -0500 
From: "Eubanks, Cynthia M. (EUB) " <eub@bechteljacobs.org> 
Subject: Yellow Alert: Near-Miss Potential for Exposure to Sludge Vapors 
 
The following Bechtel Jacobs Company, LLC Lesson Learned was generated as the result of a recent 
incident at the East Tennessee Technology Park (ETTP). It is being disseminated for potential 
applicability at other DOE facilities. If you have any questions, please contact Joanne Schutt at (423)574-
1258, e-mail=s6u@ornl.gov  .  
Cynthia M. Eubanks 
Performance/Quality Assurance Org. 
Bechtel Jacobs Company, LLC 
Phone: (423)576-7763 
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TITLE: Near-Miss Potential for Exposure to Sludge Vapors 
IDENTIFIER: Y-1999-OR-BJCETTP-0302        DATE: March 18, 1999 
 
LESSONS LEARNED STATEMENT: Procedure requirements for work planning and control, that assure 
health and safety professionals designate appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE), must be 
followed to ensure personnel performing the work are protected from identified hazards.  
 
DISCUSSION: While performing a task to stage and loosen lids on sludge drums for sampling personnel 
to visually inspect the drum contents, operations personnel performed an additional step that did not 
have full health and safety review. The sampling and analysis plan involved adding an additional layer of 
a solidifying agent to the container if an aqueous layer was present. However, an adequate work 
package containing appropriate health and safety requirements was not provided to the operations 
personnel.   The original task order for operations personnel only called for staging of drums and 
loosening of drum lids for the visual inspection of the contents by sampling personnel. The health and 
safety evaluation for the samplers required use of a respirator and personal air monitoring devices. The 
requirement for respirators and personal air monitoring devices was instituted because of the potential 
for personnel exposure to sludge vapors.  The additional task of adding a solidifying agent to the drums 
by operations personnel should have required the use of an approved respirator because of the 
potential for exposure to the sludge vapors.   Upon discovery of this problem, an investigation was 
initiated to gather facts so causes could be identified and a corrective action plan could be developed 
that would minimize recurrence. Based on the short duration of exposure and lack of symptoms by 
workers, it is believed there were no significant health effects to workers. Personal air monitors (PAMs) 
worn by samplers revealed no radiological concerns associated with the activity. 
 
ANALYSIS: The supervisor responsible for support of sampling activities by chemical operators for this 
incident initiated the work through a job order. This job order was initiated to stage containers for 
sampling/visual inspection per the visual inspection plan, assist sampling personnel, and run movements 
into a bar code reader, as applicable. It included a listing of waste containers to be staged. Per 



procedures, the job order may be used for staging of the waste only. Activities other than staging must 
be described in a work package. A procedure describing requirements for preparing for an operation 
instructs the supervisor to analyze the activity to be performed and determine the risks or potential for 
adverse reactions on personnel and to consult with health and safety professionals as needed.   The 
supervisor considered the activity routine and did not contact health and safety professionals for 
designation of PPE for the addition of solidifying agents to free liquids discovered in the containers of 
sludge waste. The same procedure requires the supervisor to prepare a work package for activities 
(addition of solidifying agent) beyond staging containers for sampling. No work package was prepared 
per procedure. Procedures controlling work instruction/work package development require a review by 
appropriate health and safety professionals to designate PPE.  An operator contacted the supervisor 
during this activity and told the supervisor strong odors had been detected upon opening drums and 
asked if a respirator was needed. The supervisor told the operator that the job order did not require a 
respirator, and there was no need to wear one.    
    The direct cause of this event was preparation needed improvement.   Preparation for this activity 
should have included a review by health and safety professionals to designate appropriate PPE. 
Industrial hygiene personnel contacted after the event reported that air purifying respirators would 
have been designated for operations personnel adding solidifying agents to free liquids to protect them 
from potential exposure to organic vapors. The supervisor considered the activity routine and did not 
ensure appropriate reviews by health and safety personnel.  
    The root cause was procedures were not followed. If procedures describing project operations had 
been followed, health and safety professionals, not the immediate supervisor, would have reviewed the 
operation and designated appropriate PPE. By not following procedure requirements, workers were at 
risk because they were not wearing appropriate PPE for the activity being performed.  A critique was 
conducted on 01/29/99 for this occurrence.  
 
RESOLUTION/RECOMMENDED ACTIONS: The following actions were taken to minimize the chances for 
recurrence of the incident discussed in this report: 
* A coaching and counseling session was conducted between the responsible manager and responsible 
person(s) to identify and discuss problems associated with this occurrence. The responsible person(s) 
committed to correcting the problem.  
 
* An all-hands meeting was conducted by the Project Operations Manager that emphasized the need to 
comply with procedures, pre-job planning, appropriate discipline reviews, and the need for integrating 
hazard controls in work packages.  
 
* A training program was developed for work planners and designated as required training for 
supervisors. 
 
* Supervisors were trained to the program. 
 
* Work control measures have been improved through revision of work planning and controlling 
procedures and clearly defined work package requirements.   



 
* Work package approval requirements include an approval by supervisors' management.  
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FOLLOW-UP ACTION: Information in this report is accurate to the best of our knowledge. As means of 
measuring the effectiveness of this report please notify Joanne E. Schutt at (423)574-1248, e-mail at 
s6u@ornl.gov of any action taken as a result of this report or of any technical inaccuracies you find. Your 
feedback is important and appreciated. 
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