What is standard about “OSHA STANDARDS?”
In August 2008 I went back to Georgia Tech, the local OSHA Training Institute here in Atlanta, and renewed my OTI 501 “Authorized OSHA Trainer” card for 4 more years. Even though I have retired, I still want to keep up with what is required for me to teach the OSHA 10 and 30 hour outreach classes. It also “refreshes” what I already know and “Sharpens the Saw”.  I find myself continuously referring to the www.osha.gov web site, seeking understanding, and making sure that the advice I give clients is in “compliance” with the standards. Before I retired last year, Harold Hobbs and I sat many times discussing advice we would give to Southern Company employees.  Harold had been in the business for as many years as I and we still discussed and reviewed the standards before giving advice for fear of “overlooking” a standard or a reference to ANSI or ASTM or NESC rule or a change that may have occurred. You can’t make a mistake when giving advice to your customers.
It is a full time job to be responsible for the Corporate Safety and Compliance for employees. When I entered into the world of Safety & Compliance, my mentors, Jim Lancour and Jerry Cates, sat for hours and explained “vertical and horizontal” standards and how some industries were “separate” and had different rules to follow. The “Special Industry” rules might be somewhat different from other standards in the 29 CFR 1910 General Industry section.  Jim would explain the difference between 1926 Construction Standards Sub Part “V” are standards to “Construction” of Power Transmission and Distribution system and 29 CFR 1910.269 General Industry Standards are standards relating to “Operation and Maintenance” for the same system. It is hard for many to understand why the rules are separate.  He explained that a Job Safety Briefing was required in 1910 and a job discussion was required in 1926.  I had the utmost respect for Jim and Jerry since they and others, like Forest Carr, Boston, MA, were the original utility employees that actually offered input to OSHA that shaped Sub Part “R” Special Industry standard that became The Electric Power Generation, Transmission and Distribution 29 CFR 1910.269 and others like Pulp and Paper, Bakery, Logging, Telecommunication, etc. 
I will never forget  that Jim explained to me that when Notice of Proposed Rule Making (NPRM) notices were issued and in the Public Comments that were offered by he and others representing other utility companies, it took years to assimilate all the data and to write the standard. Just imagine a group of individuals sitting down and writing a standard for working on energized distribution and transmission systems and some had never laid a hand on a “hot” primary or set a pole in an energized line, or switched out and grounded a UD system. The OSHA Committee and others that actually wrote this standard used many sets of safety rules and work methods from contractors, Co-Ops, and Investor Owned Utilities across this country to form this standard.  They also had to complete this standard understanding the financial impact that it would have on the industry in an effort to improve safety of employees and reduce the number of serious injuries and fatalities in the workplace. I make a statement now in “Who is Your Safety Leader” presentation that if you are working just by the minimum OSHA Standard; you are very close to being “unsafe”. The OSHA Standards are the bare minimums for employee safety. I find that most companies have enhanced their company rules to protect the employee far more than OSHA Standard requires.
The parts of standards that confuse many in the workplace and are difficult to understand are what causes me to I spend a lot of time explaining “why”. For instance, energy isolation, referred to by many in the electric utility as “Lock Out/ Tag Out” General Industry 1910.147 standard, is somewhat different from Paragraph “M” of 1910.269, Denergizing for the Protection of the employee. There are many other “energy sources” than just electrical. The result is the same, protecting the employee by isolating energy, system and source voltages from the employee, but the method of “locking and tagging” is different because of the Subpart “R” Special Industry standard. And, of course, Paragraph “N” is next requiring Equipotential Grounding for the protection of the employees working in 269 standard which required additional measures that Sub Part “S” Electrical Safety requires. “If it not grounded, it is not dead” statement seen everywhere. But, many companies allow employees to de-energize without testing for voltage and grounding and continue to work resulting in many serious injuries and fatalities.  What’s worse is that paragraph “D” of 1910.269 is different than Paragraph “M” in the same standard. Paragraph “D” is in the Generation Station and the latter is in the Field Operations.

If you look in 1910.266, Logging Operations, you will find the requirement to wear “chaps” when using a handheld chain saw. Employees in 1910.269 use chain saws, but, there is no mention in the 269 standard requiring chaps. Just remember employers are always held accountable by the “General Duty Clause” Section 5(a) (1) of the OSH Act.  If there is a known hazard and employers fail to provide adequate training and PPE to recognize hazards and protect the worker from injury or ignore the hazard, the employer can be held accountable.  Another hard to understand part is that many state, county and city municipalities performing the exact same tasks on their electrical systems are not covered by the OSHA Act, but contractors working for them on the same system are. It is imperative when managing contractor compliance to understand the “whys” of the standards. 
What is standard throughout OSHA Standards is the attempt to provide a safe working environment for employees. Standards are written for industry to follow for the safety of employees and contractors. If employers follow what is required by OSHA and they provide the adequate training, tools and PPE necessary to their employees and they follow up with performance management, (not to be confused with positive discipline), such as proficiency demonstrations of accepted safe work practices and a good safety observation program, the work place will be safer. Then, if employees will follow rules and work procedures, use safe work methods and use PPE, we will have fewer accidents with injuries and fatalities. An EPRI study a few years ago tracked injuries and fatalities in the construction field and found that more electrocutions occurred in the electrical industry than any other. The employees in the electrical industry were provided with more training than any other construction field. The fatalities were a result of a failure to follow the training, failure to use PPE and choosing to use an unsafe or unacceptable work practice.
Oh yes, let’s not even go into the differences between OSHA and then DOT Rules. Just try looking up methods to transport compressed gas bottles and fuel oil. DOT allows “vertical or horizontal stacking if properly “secured”, 49 CFR 177.834(1), OSHA 29 CFR 1926.350(a)9  says “vertical” and secured at all times unless carried or lifted. In other words, when you are on the “highway” it is OK one way, but when you “turn through the gate” at construction site, you enter OSHA jurisdictional area. It is easy to “forget”, but we can’t if we are accountable for enforcing the standards.
Even when Standards are not standard, there are reasons for them and it is up to management and safety leaders to understand the standards and enforce them. 
