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February 11, 2011

The Honorable John Kline
Chairman, U.S. House Committee on Education and the Workforce
2181 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20515

RE:   Determining an Effective Location for NIOSH within Federal Government

Dear Chairman Kline:

The American Industrial Hygiene Association (AIHA) and the American Society of Safety Engineers (ASSE) together represent more than 43,000 professionals who lead this nation’s effort to make sure America’s workers are able to return safe and healthy to their families each day.  On behalf of those members, we urge you and the Committee on Education and the Workforce to request a Government Accountability Office (GAO) study on whether or not the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) should remain within its current organizational structure under the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).

NIOSH is this nation’s only resource for occupational safety and health research and support for health and safety education. With a multi-faced mission, NIOSH dedicates itself to work with over 500 partners in the private and public sectors on the National Occupational Research Agenda and supports the training of occupational safety and health professionals and researchers through 16 regional Education and Research Centers as well as training grants throughout the United States.  Without an effective NIOSH, it would be difficult for our members to continue to advance this nation’s ability to protect its workers from health and safety risks.

A GAO study is needed because of a series of difficult changes that have taken place within CDC in recent years that have impacted NIOSH’s effectiveness.  In 2004, CDC announced it was planning to reorganize CDC’s programs into four “coordinating centers” as part of the Agency’s Futures Initiative.  Under the plan, NIOSH would have been placed under one of these “centers”.  As a result of a tremendous amount of opposition to this recommendation from stakeholders, Congress included language in the FY 2005 omnibus budget bill recommending that CDC “maintain the status quo with respect to the direct reporting relationship of the NIOSH director to the CDC director” and that “CDC make no changes to NIOSH’s current operating procedures and organizational structure.”  As a result, the NIOSH budget remained as a separate line item and NIOSH is no longer participating in coordinator center meetings.  

Many concerns remain, however, since this provided only a short-term fix for NIOSH.  Since that time, without increases in funding resulting from MINER Act provisions dedicated to increased mine safety and health research and the recent funding dedicated to the 9/11 health care program, NIOSH’s budget has remained flat and continues to fall short of its commitments to occupational safety and health research and education as an ever-increasing amount of its budget is forced to be given back to CDC for administrative costs.  This impacts NIOSH’s ability to provide the research and education our members need to help employers protect workers.  For example, in recent years, NIOSH has had to find several million dollars from its existing budget each of the past three years to study the health and safety impacts of nanotechnology because no direct research funding has been appropriated.

The CDC, in fulfilling its difficult mission of meeting the challenges to American’s overall health and well being, is not in the best position to champion NIOSH’s largely separate and distinct mission of supporting protections for Americans at work.  With budget cuts now looming across government, ASSE and AIHA fear greatly that the very effective programs NIOSH provides to help our members protect workers and to train the next generations of health and safety professionals will not have the support NIOSH needs in the Administration. 

There have been several recommendations regarding the organizational “home” for NIOSH.  In the past, ASSE has suggested it be located within the Department of Labor where it could more easily interact with the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) and the Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA), agencies that most directly receive the advice and research from NIOSH.  Also in the past, AIHA has suggested that it be retained within the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) but moved within the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to better reflect NIOSH’s scientific purposes.  Neither ASSE nor AIHA believe either solution may be ideal, however.  As the debate over this issue has grown, we suspect the best option may be to make NIOSH an independent agency within HHS reporting directly to the Secretary of HHS.

While several options exist, what is certain is that no one has thoroughly looked at the issue and weighed the value and possible impact of any relocation of NIOSH.  Therefore, AIHA and ASSE request that Congress task the Government Accountability Office (GAO) with conducting a study to determine whether NIOSH should remain within the organizational structure of the CDC and, if not, where it should be located within the federal government.  The study should look at the positives and negatives of the alternatives outlined here in order to provide Congress, HHS, CDC, NIOSH and NIOSH’s stakeholders with the information on how best to ensure that NIOSH can meet the needs of occupational safety and health research in both today’s and tomorrow’s workplace.

AIHA and ASSE offer you our assistance in any way and thank you for your consideration of our request.  On behalf of our members, thank you for your continued efforts on behalf of the professionals in occupational health and safety and the workers we strive to protect.

Sincerely,

		

Michael T. Brandt, DrPH, CIH, PMP			Darryl C. Hill, Ph.D., CSP
AIHA President					ASSE President


cc:  Representative George Miller, Ranking Member
       Kathleen Sebelius, Secretary of Health and Human Services
       Thomas R. Frieden, Director, Center for Disease Control
       John Howard, Director, National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 	
American Industrial Hygiene Association 2700 Prosperity Avenue, Suite 250, Fairfax, Virginia 22031 USA main +1 703-849-8888 fax +1703-207-3561
American Society of Safety Engineers   1800 E. Oakton Street, Des Plaines, Illinois 60018  main  +847-699-2929    www.asse.org
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