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A n initiative to globally harmonize the
labeling of chemical hazard classifi-
cations and hazard communication

information is quietly ushering in significant
changes to Labels and Material Safety Data
Sheets in the gas industry. While many read-
ers may not have heard of this initiative to
date, it has its roots in the 1992 UN Environ-
mental Development Conference in Rio de

Janeiro, Brazil. Known as GHS, which is an
acronym for The Globally Harmonized
System of Classification and Labeling of
Chemicals, this initiative has been developed
as a logical and comprehensive approach to
standardizing and globally harmonizing the
classification and labeling of chemicals and
hazardous materials in a world where these
products are traded in international markets. 

In the US today, the regulatory agencies
with authority over the workplace (Occupa-
tional Safety & Health Administration —
OSHA), the environment (Environmental Pro-
tection Agency — EPA), the consumer (Con-
sumer Product Safety Commission — SPSC),
and transportion (Department of Transporta-
tion — DOT) have not harmonized their defi-
nitions of hazards and labeling and
classification requirements for hazardous
materials. Key selling points for the implemen-
tation of GHS include improved worker safety
and improved/more consistent information on
chemical hazards and protective measures.
Another GHS benefit being touted is its ability
to lessen the regulatory burden. However, it
appears this benefit will accrue mostly to the
regulatory agencies themselves through har-
monization of their activities, not the employ-
ers who have to implement the new initiative.

GHS is a voluntary international system
and covers all hazardous chemicals. The term
“chemical” is used broadly to include sub-
stances, products, mixtures, preparations, or
other terms used in existing hazard classifica-
tion systems. Industrial and medical gases fall
under this definition of chemicals. While
GHS imposes no binding treaty obligations
on countries, the US is moving forward with
these standards. To minimize overlapping and
duplication/confliction of requirements here
at home, GHS will be adopted inside the
framework of our existing hazard communi-
cation regulatory schemes. This means that
OSHA, EPA, CPSC, and DOT are all in the
process of evolving towards the GHS system
regulatory requirements that are applicable to
hazard communication and labeling. 

Under GHS the labels applied to gas con-
tainers in the US will become globalized in
terms of what information is contained on the
label and how that label information is pre-
sented. In addition to containing product and
supplier identification information, labels
will also contain standardized hazard state-
ments and precautionary information. It
appears this information should generally
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remain consistent with what is currently
required for labels. GHS compliant labels
will also be required to contain Signal Words
and Symbols/Hazard Pictograms. There will
be two kinds of pictograms on labels under
GHS. The transport pictograms used today,
which use different colors to denote classes of
hazards, will generally remain. 

GHS will introduce a second set of pic-
tograms called supply symbols. These will be
black symbols on a white background with a
red frame (see illustration). There are cur-
rently nine GHS supply pictograms pro-
posed. Gases with multiple hazards will be
required to have multiple transport and sup-
ply pictograms on their label. OSHA is pro-
posing to use a system of tiers for signal
words on labels. Their studies have shown
that workers perceive a clear difference in the
level of hazard between the words “Danger”
and “Warning,” but perceive little difference
between “Warning” and “Caution.” Under
GHS, signal word tiers will be designed to
enhance how people perceive the hazards
these signal words are intended to convey.

There are numerous examples of GHS
compliant labeling formats and these can be
viewed on the web (www.osha.gov/dsg/ 

hazcom/ ghs.html). These exemplar label for-
mats are all considerably larger and take up
more container real estate than the ubiquitous
shoulder label commonly applied to high-
pressure cylinders in the US. We can foresee
where GHS labeling format requirements
may provide an impetus toward a wider use of
body style labels in the gases industry. Typi-
cal industry preference is currently biased
towards shoulder labels, especially for large
cylinders. This style label can be easily seen
even when large cylinders are nested into
groups. This is an important safety consider-
ation, especially for an industry that stresses
reading the label as the primary means of
identifying cylinder contents. Shoulder labels
on large cylinders are also considerably less
prone to damage from cylinder handling than
body labels. Label designers will clearly face
challenges in incorporating GHS require-
ments into today’s most popular high-pres-
sure cylinder label formats.

Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS) are
another area of hazard communication that
will undergo changes as the US transitions to
GHS. To begin with, they will now be called
simply Safety Data Sheets (SDS). There are
15 items considered to be minimum informa-

tion for an SDS, most of which, in one form
or another, are part of current MSDS. Having
been involved in developing and reviewing
MSDS for most of my career I can attest that
there is often a wide variance in the quantity
and quality of the information provided by
different companies in their MSDS today.
GHS will provide a framework that should
make the information in SDS more consistent
between different companies, as well as glob-
ally consistent for materials that move inter-
nationally. GHS does not specify a particular
layout format for SDS, so companies will
have a free hand in how their Safety Data
Sheets are organized and formatted.

Container labels and Safety Data Sheets
comprise two of the three core elements of a
comprehensive hazard communication pro-
gram. Employee training is the third core ele-
ment. The recent OSHA regulatory proposal
includes a requirement intended to ensure
that labels and SDSs are adequately
explained to employees; this includes training
in the new standardized labeling and pic-
tograms. Some readers may remember the
HM-126 F requirement that was imple-
mented in the early 90s. HM-126 F had asso-
ciated special training campaigns that most



companies used to meet that requirement.
Given the amount of new and changed infor-
mation involved in GHS, it is likely that a
similar training campaign will be required to
implement GHS.

New Zealand did a phased in adoption of
GHS starting in 2001, with full implementa-
tion at the end of 2009. The European Union
(EU) has already adopted GHS into the new
EU Labeling and Packaging regulations,
which went into effect January 20, 2009. The
EU regulations include a two-year transition
period for existing products. In Canada, regu-
latory proposals to update the WHIMIS stan-
dards are expected in 2010. In the US there is
no uniform implementation date for GHS.
DOT is currently working towards having
their regulations migrated to GHS by 2012.
OSHA released a notice of proposed rule-
making in September 2009. There is a rumor
that, based on the comments received, OSHA
may release a second proposed regulation
before they publish a final rule. I think it is a
real possibility that we could see a final
OSHA rule in 2010 or early 2011 as
employee safety issues now have a much
higher priority under the Obama administra-
tion. OSHA’s current regulatory proposal

includes a two-year transition period for
training, and a three-year period for full
implementation. 

The gases industry, through the Com-
pressed Gas Association (CGA) has come out
in support of the transition to GHS require-
ments, and while CGA acknowledged there
could be a disproportionately larger impact on
smaller entities, they are not supporting any
alternative systems for smaller gas companies.
In the past, other regulatory initiatives that
have involved labeling requirement changes
contained a provision that any container of gas
filled before a specific cutoff date would be
grandfathered, and permitted to be shipped
with (in this case) non-GHS compliant label-
ing. Grandfathered containers could not be re-
filled after the cutoff date. This is a very
rational way to treat the millions of high-pres-
sure cylinders in circulation that will all require
new labels. We have seen comments submitted
by other industry associations, such as the
National Association of Chemical Distribu-
tors, requesting OSHA provide an additional
18 months after the three-year implementation
period. Given that most of the world’s major
geographies are ahead of the US in GHS
implementation and appear to have success-

fully used the 2–3 year implementation period,
it is our expectation that OSHA will stick with
their current proposals for phase-in timelines.
CGA has already started the revision process
for their publications related to labeling and
MSDS to incorporate GHS requirements as
they pertain to the compressed gas industry. It
appears the gases industry should be well pre-
pared to make the transition to GHS when the
time comes.

All of this means that every welding and
gas distributor, and all the major gas compa-
nies, will have to make the transition to GHS
compliant labels and MSDS in their near
future. As OSHA finalizes their requirements,
the transition process will start to gain
momentum. As that process moves forward
we will be providing updates and additional
information in this column. Stay tuned. 
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