June 19, 2001

Honorable Elaine Chao

Secretary of Labor

U.S. Department of Labor

200 Constitution Avenue, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20210

Dear Secretary Chao:

The Independent Lubricant Manufacturers Association (ILMA) writes in follow-up to Representative Charlie Norwood's May 23, 2001 letter to you regarding the American Conference of Government Industrial Hygienists (ACGIH) and its process of setting Threshold Limit Values (TLVs). The Association shares Rep. Norwood's concerns as a result of ACGIH's current TLV proposal for petroleum mineral oil mist.

ILMA is a national trade association of 146 companies that compound, blend and manufacture lubricants and greases.  These Manufacturing Members are primarily small businesses, and they are neither owned nor controlled by refiners or rerefiners of base oils or by manufacturers of chemical additives.  ILMA members manufacture and sell more than 75 percent of the metalworking fluids and approximately 25 percent of the engine and transmission oils used in the United States.  The Association was represented on the Occupational Safety and Health Administration's Metalworking Fluids Standards Advisory Committee.

ACGIH historically has been viewed as a credible, independent third party, and its TLVs have been scientifically based and supported.  However, it appears that ACGIH recently has begun to propose TLVs that have a political, rather than scientific, basis.  The resulting TLVs are not logical derivations from the available scientific health and safety literature and consequently are of questionable merit and do not necessarily result in improved protection of worker health.

ACGIH has recommended a TLV for petroleum oil mist of 0.2 mg/m³ with an "A2" carcinogen classification without consideration of the degree or extent of base oil refinement.  If published as proposed, formulators of thousands of products containing mineral oils, such as baby oil, food grade mineral oil, and industrial oils, would face either specific labeling requirements or potential product liability if they do not apply a carcinogen label.  Simply, ACGIH's proposed limit does not 

discriminate between types of oils and how well they are refined.  The petroleum oil industry has made great strides in providing more highly refined oil to industry since the International Agency for Research on Cancer provided purity criteria relating to the cancer risk of petroleum oils almost 20 years ago.  Moreover, the epidemiological and other scientific data concerning oil mists does not support one TLV for all applications and occupational exposure scenarios.  

ILMA earlier this year submitted comments to ACGIH on its TLV proposal for oil mist.  However, their meetings and deliberations are closed, and there is no ACGIH process that allows interested parties, such as the Association, to have a voice.  ILMA's comments were sent in good faith, albeit blindly, to ACGIH.  Our efforts to contact individual committee members with the Association's comments were seemingly rebuffed.  ACGIH has not stated publicly its course of action on the TLV proposal for petroleum oil mist.  However, we understand that ACGIH may conduct some informal discussions with certain external parties on the issue later this year.  As of today, ILMA has not been invited to sit at the table, even though our members represent a significant force in the industrial and metalworking lubricant areas and even though ILMA wishes to play a constructive role.

ILMA, thus, shares Rep. Norwood's concerns that ACGIH is, in fact, a de facto, Federal advisory committee subject to Federal statutes that limits its authority.  Similarly, the Association questions why Federal monies are used to support a private standard-setting group that adopts what it considers "safe" chemical exposure standards in private meetings without an open process.

The Association hopes that you will respond promptly to Rep. Norwood and his concerns, which are shared by ILMA and others.  We are available to assist you and your staff in reviewing and addressing this matter.

Sincerely, 

Michael C. Metallo

Executive Director

