CURRENT ISSUES IN
EMPLOYEE SUBSTANCE
ABUSE TESTING

By ELena Carr

In their efforts to improve the health and well-being of
workers and their families and communities, industrial
hygienists and other occupational health and safety profes-
sionals are increasingly expected to perform a variety of
functions that expand their reach and impact. One example
is the management of occupational medical services, which
may encompass employee substance abuse testing. As such,
it is important that practitioners understand the many issues
surrounding this multifaceted and often controversial topic.

The AlHce 2004 roundtable “Current Issues in Employee
Substance Abuse Testing” provided participants with an
opportunity to become familiar with current knowledge on
the relationship between substance abuse testing and occu-
pational accidents and injuries, key policy considerations
when implementing testing and how testing fits into the
larger goal of saving lives, improving quality of life and
increasing productivity.

PosT-ACCIDENT DRUG TESTING

Donald Whorton of WorkCare in Alameda, Calif., began
the panel by providing a general background on drug testing
and then specifically addressed one particular type of drug
testing—post accident. In particular, he discussed it within
the context of the U.S. Department of Transportation regula-
tions as prescribed in the Omnibus Transportation Employee
Testing Act of 1991, which requires transportation industry
employers who have employees in “safety-sensitive” posi-
tions to have drug-free workplace programs that include
both drug and alcohol testing.

Under DOT rules, employers must test for five substances
(amphetamines/methamphetamines, cocaine, marijuana,
opiates and PCP) plus alcohol, follow specific procedures for
collection of urine and transport of samples to certified labo-
ratories, confirm results through medical review officers and
submit annual reports on all testing activities and specific
reports on post-accident testing.

According to Whorton, non-DOT mandated employers
have more latitude in handling drug testing as they see fit.
Although many choose to test for the same substances and
follow the same procedures as DOT, others test for addition-
al drugs for which there are no DOT protocols. Since there is
no federal law that specifies how these employers may con-
duct drug tests, they must take into account any state or
local laws that may impact how testing can be conducted.

Whorton then discussed advantages and limitations of
different drug-testing modalities, including traditional urine
tests and the relatively new method of hair analysis. Over-
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all, he said urine is more useful for determining short-term
presence of drugs and is therefore most appropriate in post-
accident situations. Although hair analysis offers a longer
window of detection and can reveal a history of use, it is
not useful for current events and thus is not appropriate for
post-accident testing. Furthermore, hair analysis is contro-
versial, he said. Privacy advocate groups point out potential
privacy issues, including the argument that it discriminates
against pregnant women, due to different enzymes pro-
duced by the body during pregnancy, and African-Ameri-
cans, due to differences between minerals produced in the
hair of African-Americans and those produced in the hair of
Caucasians. Some also cite cases of alleged false positives
because of individuals’ hair absorbing drug residue present
around them.

Whorton closed by providing recommendations for pro-
cedures to follow if a company chooses to implement post-
accident testing including using urine drug testing and
breath alcohol testing, accompanying workers to the testing
site, following the DOT protocol and using accredited labo-
ratories, a confirmation testing technology and a medical
review officer.

DRruUG TESTING AND OCCUPATIONAL INJURIES

Paul Rountree, Houston Endowment Distinguished Pro-
fessor of Environmental Sciences at the University of Texas
Health Center at Tyler, summarized trends in illicit drug use
over the past two decades and reviewed the origins and cur-
rent state of the workplace drug-testing industry. He said
that 38 million drug tests are performed each year at a cost
exceeding $1 billion, and that an estimated half of the
nation’s workers are employed by firms that conduct test-
ing. Furthermore, research indicates that the vast majority
of workers believe that testing deters drug abuse and
reduces accidents.

According to Rountree, a natural connection has been
drawn between work site safety and drug testing, due in part
to a handful of accidents in which drugs or alcohol were
found to be involved, such as the 1981 U.S.S. Nimitz aircraft
carrier crash, the 1987 train collision in Maryland and the
1989 Exxon Valdez environmental catastrophe. However,
thus far scientific research does not support a significant cor-
relation between drug use and workplace accidents, he said.
Few studies have been published on the subject, and those
few have significant limitations. For example, studies rarely
compare accident rates of drug users with matched groups of
nonusers, many address illicit drugs but not alcohol and
reports rarely take into account other confounding data
such as time of day, weather and other circumstances.

Rountree went on to provide participants with a brief
overview of the relevant literature to date and closed by
summarizing currently proposed changes to the federal gov-
ernment’s drug-testing program overseen by the Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. Among
these proposals is the plan to incorporate alternative meth-
ods of testing, including analysis of hair, saliva and sweat.
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PoLicy CONSIDERATIONS IN DRUG ABUSE TESTING

Elena Carr, drug policy coordinator at the U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, told participants that many of the complex
issues surrounding drug testing stem from organizations
failing to recognize that it is only one element of the larger
goal of a safe, healthy and drug-free workplace. Although it
can be effective in terms of deterring and detecting drug
use, testing alone does not achieve a workplace free of the
hazards created by employees’ abuse of alcohol and other
drugs, she said.

Carr provided a brief overview of the price businesses pay
if they do not effectively address workplace substance abuse.
In addition to increased accidents and other obvious physi-
cal safety concerns, businesses may experience lost produc-
tivity, high turnover and absenteeism and increased health
care costs and workers’ compensation claims, she said.

The good news is that employers can protect their busi-
nesses by educating employees about the dangers of alcohol
and drug abuse and encouraging individuals with related
problems to seek help, and, depending on the organization,
drug testing may be one of several appropriate strategies for
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doing so, said Carr. However, if the decision is made to test,
it is critical that employers adopt a balanced approach that

protects the interests of both employer and employee with

consistently followed policies and procedures.

Carr said DOL'’s stance is that drug testing should be one
part of a comprehensive drug-free workplace program that
also includes a written and widely communicated policy,
training for supervisors on signs and symptoms of sub-
stance abuse, employee education on the dangers of sub-
stance abuse and assistance and support for employees with
related problems. In contrast, a punitive, risk-averse
approach characterized by vague policies, inconsistent pro-
cedures, minimal employee education and supervisor train-
ing and little or no assistance for employees does little to
achieve positive outcomes for employers, employees, fami-
lies and communities, she said.

Before deciding to test, employers need to consider sev-
eral key policy factors, including who will be tested, conse-
quences of a positive test, what substances will be tested
for, when testing will be conducted, cutoff levels and safe-
guards and confirmation procedures. In addition, employers

(Continued on p. 24)

SKC

1/2p

Circle Reader Service Card No. 18

May/June 2004 ¢ The Synergist

23



AlHce Education Sessions

(Continued from p. 23)

must be familiar with any local, state and
federal laws or any collective bargaining
agreements that may impact drug testing.
Carr described Web-based tools avail-
able free from DOL to help employers
develop sound policies and effective, bal-
anced drug-free workplace programs. She
closed by summarizing the many ways
businesses benefit from being drug free,
including safer workplaces, higher quality
applicants, improved productivity and
reduced medical, insurance and liability
costs. Moreover, by providing employee
education and assistance, drug-free work-
places significantly contribute to occupa-
tional health and safety professionals’
larger purpose—safer, healthier, drug-free
workers, families and communities. ¢

Carr is with the U.S. Department of
Labor, Washington, D.C.

ATTENDEES FLOCK TO PRE-CONFERENCE PDCs

Approximately 2,500 students attended the 75 professional development
courses offered May 8-9 in connection with AlHce. PDC submissions in 2004
were up 15 percent from the previous year, leading to an extremely competitive
selection process—only 54 percent of applicants were accepted—and a wide vari-
ety of brand-new PDCs. Courses offered during the weekend included dose
reconstruction, use of Excel and PDAs in industrial hygiene practice, delivering
training to hostile audiences, construction ergonomics, beryllium research and
merger survival skills for EHS professionals.

In addition, 358 students attended two new full-day symposia. “Fungal
Contamination: Current Concerns and Industrial Hygiene Practice,” a fol-
low-on to last year’s highly successful Mold Symposium, brought attendees
up-to-date on the latest standards and guidance documents related to mold.
“Cutting-Edge Topics in Hearing and Noise Conservation” addressed new
findings about the biochemistry of hearing loss, impact and impulse noise
and the latest developments in hearing protection devices.

Several other weekend offerings proved extremely popular with attendees. A
new three-day CSP Exam Preparation Workshop was completely sold out
months prior to conference. A CIH Quick Start course was also offered for atten-
dees interested in taking the CIH or CAIH exam. In addition, all three classes
that make up AIHA’s Management Certificate Program were presented, including
the new course “Fundamentals of Finance and Accounting for the Nonfinancial
Manager.” &
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