Medical Surveillance

Work on hazardous waste cleanup projects can be physically demanding, especially when the use of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) is required, and may cause workers to be exposed to chemical contaminants.  Medical surveillance is required to assure that personnel are physically fit enough to perform required tasks while wearing PPE and to track and evaluate the effect of exposure to chemical contaminants.  

In September 1999, the USACE provided guidance on HTRW program personnel who are supposed to be enrolled, “covered” in a medical surveillance program and changed the required frequency of medical examinations for most personnel in the program from annual to every other year due to the low levels and infrequent incidence of exposure to chemical contaminants to USACE employees working in the HTRW program.  USACE changed the required frequency of medical examinations from annually to every other year unless there is a reason to keep employees on an annual frequency. Covered personnel are:

1. Employees who enter into an exclusion or contamination reduction zone where exposure are likely to be at or above recognized occupational exposure limit for more than 30 days per year or individuals who may be exposed to high concentrations of contaminants for brief periods of time.  

2.  Employees who wear a respiratory for more than 30 days per year.

3. Any employee who becomes ill or develops signs or symptoms due to possible overexposure to contaminants.  

Situations warranting more frequent examinations include the following:

1. Employees demonstrate signs or symptoms of exposure.

2. The executing district requires it.

3. When an OSHA substance specific standard requires it

4. If the examining physician requires it.

Determining who should be “covered” by the medical surveillance program and the frequency of examinations can be a very subjective decision making process requiring input and evaluation by the employee, employee supervisor, safety and occupational health staff from the safety office (or designated by the safety office) and the examining physician.  In all cases, the tests performed during the medical examination are the decision of the examining physician.

Following are some perceptible signs and symptoms of chemical exposure for organ/physiological systems that may indicate a need for a physical examination:


Liver – jaundice (yellow skin and eyes), nausea, swollen liver

Nervous System – drowsiness, dizziness, memory loss, sensory loss, weak arms and legs, loss of muscle control

Kidneys – blood in urine, decreased urination

Lungs – coughing and wheezing, swelling and fluid build up in lungs.

