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I run a small ecological consulting compan y.  We have only three employees and are just getting started.

Becau se of th is, my mot her ha s decided to help o ut by coming in  and do ing th e cleaning for us.  Th e only

place she is not allowed to clean is in the small laboratory that we have set up for our water sampling

program.  Tha t area an d all the chem ical cleaning of ja rs and  gear is left to m y employee.

My employee is a trained professional.  She has a degree in chemistry and six years of experience in a

laborat ory.  My employee has righ ts gua ranteed b y the federal righ t to know laws a nd sh e has b een forced

to read every Materials Safety Data Sheet that comes in the building.  We all agree that she should be

fully aware of the chemicals to which she is being exposed.

My mother is a wonderful person.  She has an Associates degree in Art Appreciation.  She handles some

of the s ame chem icals as  my employee.  She buys th em at th e corner g rocery store where my 17  year old

nephew stocks the shelves.  She also brings these chemicals home and cleans the house where my

children live.

My trained professional is required to read a Material Safety Data Sheet and be briefed on hazards and my

mother is offered a label printed with a very small type font.

The Response

In this s ituation  we presen ted a short expose on M aterial Safety Data S heets an d the Righ t to Know  law. 

In the situation, Mom's use of chemicals at home is compared to the professional laboratory chemist's use

of tho se sam e chemica ls at work. M om is ex pected to read th e small p rint on  the lab el and the high ly

trained profession al is given  extra  train ing an d warn ings.  T he eth ical implica tion w as sim ply the s ubt le

quest ion of wh ether M om and t he chemist  shou ld have th e same level of protection. It is t he same 
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quest ion as w hy Wo rkers Compens ation Ins urance does not a pply to b usines ses with  only a few

employees .  Mom and the small busines s employee can b oth s till be hurt, so why is  there a  difference in

the rules? I suggest that the law is a result of an adm ixture of science and politics and not just sense of

justice. This is where we, as professionals capable of influencing law, need to be aware of the ethical

relationships b etween M om and t he employee.

A New Situa tion: Ambiguous Perceptions

At the 1 997  NAEP  Annu al Conference, I was made privy to s ome notes  that cau sed me to p ause.  Sin ce

we all need to slow down a bit, I thought I �d share these with you.

There were two statements qu oted.

 � Regulation created our industry; we need to be part of the effort to create the continuing

dema nd. �

 � We al l need  uniform e nfor cemen t of ex istin g reg ulat ions  as a s timu lus to  indu stry. �

I must own up right now to the fact that I did not hear these comments and was not able to speak with the

perpetrator.  In fact, I don � t even know who said these things.  I mention that because I don �t know the

context or the caveats.

In our b usines s, thou gh, we can  and sh ould exp ect to be qu oted and  misqu oted.  Mos t of us p roduce

pub lic records on a  routine basis.  A nd so I pr oceed intrepid ly, if perhap s foolish ly, to quest ion the eth ics

implicit in these statements.

The obvious implication of the first quote is that the business of being in business is more important than

the busin ess of p roviding for a s afe env ironment.  Is it  idealistic t o presume th at ou r memb ers would

choose otherw ise?  What a re the ethical challenges ?  In a given  situa tion, if your bu sines s was  to sta y in

business, would you promote an unnecessary regulation in order to ...create the continuing demand?
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Referring to the second quote, we would probably all agree that uniform enforcement is an important

aspect of  our wor ld.  The reas on, tho ugh, might be b etter stat ed as equ al rights  to pros ecution a s opp osed

to a means  of st imula ting  the consu lting  indu stry.

Now here � s wh ere the amb iguity comes  in.  In t he second q uote, which indus try is b eing referred  to?  If

the indu stry is th e consult ing indu stry, we ha ve a clear ethical ch allenge.  If it is a regu lated industry such

as mining, we may instead have a clear and positive agency policy to treat all regulated individuals alike

and stimulate compliance.  The same sentence can be interpreted as an ethically challenging one or as an

ethically demon strative one.  Wh ich raises t he ethical q uestion  of wheth er these q uotes s hould h ave been

promulgated at all.

What do you th ink?

Send yo ur comm ents to To m Cuba , Delta Seven  Inc., PO Box 324 1, St. Petersbu rg, FL 3373 1; 

(fax) 727-550-2513; (e-mail) Delta-Seven@worldnet.att.net. Watch for the response in a future issue of

Environ mental P ractice.


