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The	Myths	of	EHS		
Environmental,	Health	and	Safety	Compliance	

C.	Nelson	Ho	
President,	NEJC	Consulting	Corporation	

	
Many	printers	believe	Environmental,	Health	and	
Safety	(EHS)	compliance	is	a	“necessary	evil”	that	
they	have	no	choice	but	to	do	it,	like	various	tax	
issues	they	face.	However,	EHS	compliance	in	fact	
is	a	liability	issue	that	most	printers	have	difficulty	
to	recognize.	There	are	three	mystical	situations	
associated	with	this	difficulty:	
	
	

1.	Printers	believe	that	EHS	compliance	is	a	legal	
issue	requiring	their	attorneys	to	handle.			
	

2.	EHS	consultants	that	many	printers	hire	will	
take	possession	of	the	responsibility	and	liability	
generated	by	their	EHS	non-compliance	issues.	
	

3.	Printers	treat	EHS	compliance	as	an	expense	
that	does	not	generate	any	return.	
	

	
Mythical	Situation	#1	
Laws,	rules,	and	regulations	enacted	by	federal,	
state,	and	local	governments	are	translated	into	
very	specific	compliance	requirements	on	all	
printing	operations	to	protect	the	environment	
and	the	employees.	Those	compliance	
requirements	are	technically	oriented,	such	as	air	
permit,	wastewater	permit,	storm	water	permit,	
employee	health	protection,	safe	working	
conditions,	etc.	They	are	to	be	handled	properly	
by	people	who	have	a	thorough	understanding	of	
printing	operations,	chemicals	and	equipment	
used,	as	well	as	the	compliance-associated	
requirements.	However,	when	those	requirements	
are	found	not	being	taken	care	of	correctly	during	
an	official	inspection,	a	NOV	(notice	of	violation)	is	
issued.			Printers	tend	to	panic	and	immediately	
call	their	attorneys	for	help	because	they	believe	
that	they	may	have	a	legal	issue	on	their	hands.	
But	most	of	the	attorneys	do	not	have	technical	
expertise	on	those	compliance	requirements,	even	
though	they	do	have	sound	legal	understanding	of	
the	NOV.	They	usually	call	their	EHS	consultants	to	
get	a	better	handle	on	the	situation.		In	other	
words,	what	started	out	with	a	technical	issue	of	
non-compliance	mushroomed	into	a	combined	
legal	and	technical	issue	with	doubled	costs.	
	
A	Real	Case	
During	an	unannounced	inspection	by	the	state	
environmental	agency	three	years	ago,	a	printer	
located	in	the	Northeast	was	found	in	violation	of	
the	state	rules	of	not	having	a	required	air	permit	

for	its	printing	operations	and	using	several	
hazardous	chemicals	exceeding	state	thresholds	
for	over	five	years.	I	was	called	in	late	2019	to	take	
care	of	the	case	and	completed	all	the	tasks	
required	by	the	state.	Due	to	the	pandemic,	the	
handling	of	the	case	by	the	state	was	delayed	until	
three	weeks	before	last	Christmas.		The	printer	
received	a	formal	NOV	and	was	issued	a	hefty	fine	
of	$25,000.		He	immediately	went	to	his	attorney	
for	help,	and	a	heavily	worded	letter	was	quickly	
drafted	(without	checking	and	reviewing	the	
technical	details	of	the	handling	of	the	entire	
incident)	and	submitted	to	the	state	agency	
requesting	the	fine	to	be	reduced	to	$3,500.		
Unfortunately,	the	request	was	flatly	denied	by	the	
state	agency	in	early	January.	This	is	not	the	end	of	
it.		There	are	more	non-compliance	issues	to	come	
from	the	state	agency	later.				
	
Mythical	Situation	#2	
When	a	printing	operation	grows	to	a	certain	size,	
it	triggers	many	EHS	related	compliance	
requirements,	such	as	OSHA’s	safety	rule	Part	
1910,	employee	health	concerns	from	their	
exposure	to	certain	chemicals,	air	emissions,	
wastewater,	storm	water,	hazardous	and	solid	
waste.	This	is	in	addition	to	a	sleuth	of	other	
reporting	and	recordkeeping	required	by	the	local,	
state,	and	federal	agencies.		Since	all	compliance	
issues	need	persons	with	technical	expertise	to	
handle	them	correctly,	most	printers	are	inclined	
to	hire	EHS	consultants	to	manage	them.		And	
printers	tend	to	believe	that	their	compliance	
issues	are	taken	care	of	by	the	EHS	consultant.	
This	is	where	problem	arises.	If	the	EHS	
consultants	who	do	not	have	a	thorough	
understanding	of	printing	operations,	likely	
misinterpret	the	information	they	received,	and	
eventually	misrepresent	the	printers.	This	leaves	
the	printers	to	face	the	non-compliance	issues	
themselves	and	the	liability	incurred	afterwards.	
EHS	consultants	take	no	possession	of	the	
problems	they	generated	at	all	because	it	is	the	
sole	responsibility	of	the	printers	to	comply	with	
the	laws,	rules,	and	regulations.	The	printers	must	
pay	the	fine,	penalty,	and	associated	costs,	and	still	
need	to	resolve	the	non-compliance	issues.	
	
A	Real	Case	
A	very	large	printing	company	located	on	the	West	
Coast	asked	me	to	conduct	an	internal	review	of	
the	environmental	compliance	for	its	multiple	
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operating	facilities	around	the	country.		During	
the	review	we	found	several	very	serious	
discrepancies:	
	
	

•	Three	facilities	were	operating	without	proper	
air	permits	or	no	air	permit	at	all.	
•	One	facility	under	reported	its	annual	VOC	
emissions	by	more	than	five	tons	per	year	in	a	
five-year	period.	
•	One	facility	was	at	the	brink	of	spending	half-a-
million	dollars	to	purchase	the	required	emission	
reduction	credits	due	to	incorrect	reports	of	VOC	
emissions	prepared	by	the	EHS	consultant.	
•	If	those	facilities	were	inspected	by	
governmental	agencies,	the	discrepancies	may	
cause	them	to	be	considered	out	of	compliance	
with	rules	and	regulations,	and	subject	them	to	
stiff	fines	and	penalties.	
	

	
When	the	company	management	asked	the	EHS	
consultant	for	an	explanation	of	those	
discrepancies,	the	reply	was	that	he	did	
everything	according	to	the	data	provided	by	each	
individual	facility,	and	he	did	nothing	wrong.	As	a	
matter	of	fact,	we	found	out	that	the	EHS	
consultant	never	did	an	onsite	review	or	
inspection	of	each	individual	facility	to	verify	the	
data	supplied	by	each	facility	personnel.	The	
company	was	fortunate	that	we	uncovered	the	
situations	before	those	discrepancies	got	out	of	
control.	
	
Mythical	Situation	#3	
EHS	compliance	does	take	some	effort	and	
financial	support	to	get	it	done	correctly	under	the	
guidance	of	the	laws,	rules,	and	regulations.	
However,	if	printers	review	each	compliance	issue	
they	face,	they	can	see	that	there	may	be	quite	a	
few	opportunities	to	considerably	reduce	their	
operating	cost	and	enhance	their	bottom	line	to	
avoid	being	out	of	compliance.	The	following	is	a	
list	of	opportunities	that	I	have	identified	and	used	
for	many	printers	to	minimize	the	potential	of	
their	exposure	to	noncompliance	issues	and	EHS	
liabilities,	and	at	the	same	time	save	them	a	lot	of	
money:	
	
CTP	(Computer	to	Plate)	Plate-making	
Operation	
When	CTP	was	first	launched	in	mid-1990s,	it	was	
considered	a	technology	break-through	for	
printing	that	saved	a	lot	of	time	on	platemaking	
and	eliminated	filmmaking	and	the	handling	of	
silver	recovery	from	the	film.		However,	owing	to	
the	use	of	extremely	high	pH	(>13)	plate	
developer	in	most	of	the	platemaking	processes,	
the	disposal	of	spent	developer	created	two	
hidden	problems	for	printers:	

	
	

•	The	spent	developer	with	its	pH	greater	than	13	
is	considered	a	D002	(corrosive	hazardous	waste)	
by	the	US	Environmental	Protection	Agency	
(USEPA)	and	cannot	be	discharged	directly	into	
the	local	sewer	system.	A	southern	Florida	forms	
printer	was	fined	$55,000	by	the	Florida	
Department	of	Environmental	Protection	(FLDEP)	
a	few	years	ago	for	discharging	the	untreated	
spent	developer	into	the	local	sewer	system	and	
caused	a	massive	breakdown	of	a	local	POTW	
(publicly	owned	treatment	works	or	wastewater	
treatment	plant).	The	solution	is	simple:	either	to	
collect	and	store	the	spent	developer	for	disposal	
or	to	use	an	automatic	pH	control	device	to	adjust	
the	pH	of	the	spent	developer	to	a	pH	of	7	and	
then	discharge	the	treated	spent	developer	into	
the	sewer.	It	is	specifically	allowed	by	USEPA	as	
“Elementary	Neutralization,”	and	no	permit	is	
required.	
	

•	For	sheetfed	printers,	the	directly	discharged	
spent	developer,	mixed	in	with	the	wash-out	
generated	during	cleaning	of	the	aqueous	coating	
unit	in	its	sewer	line,	will	form	a	concrete-like	
material,	potassium	silicate,	due	to	the	presence	of	
potassium	hydroxide	in	the	developer	and	the	
extenders,	such	as	clay	and	silicate,	in	the	aqueous	
coatings.	The	potassium	silicate	will	precipitate	
out	in	high	pH	solution	and	coat	the	inside	of	the	
sewer	lines.	Eventually,	in	about	two	to	three	
years	(depending	on	the	frequency	of	the	
platemaking	process	used)	the	sewer	line	will	
become	clogged	and	the	printers	must	break	the	
concrete	floor,	dig	up	the	old	sewer	line,	and	
replace	it	with	a	new	one.	That	replacement	will	
stop	the	platemaking	process	for	at	least	a	couple	
of	days	and	the	loss	of	printing	time	resulting	in	
lost	revenue.	The	associated	cost	incurred	is	huge.		
Many	sheetfed	printers	equipped	with	CTP	
systems	suffered	this	problem	but	just	did	not	
know	what	the	cause	was.	The	solution	is	the	
same	as	previously	described.	
	

	
Automatic	Blanket/Roller	Washing	System	
The	automatic	blanket/roller	washing	system	is	
also	considered	a	technology	breakthrough	for	the	
printing	industry	because	it	reduces	a	huge	
amount	of	wash-up	time	and	production	time.	
However,	it	also	creates	difficulties	for	printers	
with	large	presses:	too	much	wash-up	waste	(a	
mixture	of	cleaning	solvents	and	a	lot	of	water,	is	
considered	a	D001,	an	ignitable	hazardous	waste).	
This	waste	stream	generates	two	major	problems	
for	many	printers:	

	
- Printers	unknowingly	thrust	themselves	into	an	
LQG	(large	quantity	generator	of	hazardous	
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waste,	defined	as	generating	more	than	2200	
lbs.	or	five	drums	per	month	of	any	or	
combined	hazardous	waste).	As	an	LQG,	
printers	must	do	the	following	to	comply	with	
the	individual	state	hazardous	waste	
regulation.	
	

	

•	Provide	hazardous	waste	management	training	
for	all	the	employees	involved.	
•	Prepare	a	written	hazardous	waste	management	
program.	
•	Maintain	records	on	all	manifests	used	and	
report	any	discrepancies	to	the	state	
environmental	agency	and	USEPA.	
•	Prepare	a	written	waste	minimization	program.	
•	Submit	biennial	hazardous	waste	report	or	
annual	report	in	some	states.	
•	Update	the	waste	profile	sheets	for	all	hazardous	
waste	streams.	
	

	
Note:	The	compliance	requirements	listed	above	
are	not	all	applicable	to	many	printers	because	
they	are	either	an	SQG	(small	quantity	generator)	
or	a	VSQG	(very	small	quantity	generator).	The	
solution	is	to	hire	a	qualified	EHS	consultant	who	
has	a	thorough	understanding	of	printing	
operations	and	waste	streams	generated	to	review	
the	situation,	and	to	complete	all	the	compliance	
requirements.		
	
- Printers	having	two	or	more	large	printing	
presses	equipped	with	an	automatic	
blanket/roller	washing	system	may	experience	
a	large	increase	of	the	disposal	cost	involved	in	
the	handling	of	the	wash-up	waste	generated.	
The	wash-up	waste	is	mainly	composed	of	a	
small	amount	of	printing	inks	dissolved	in	the	
cleaning	solvents	used	(30%	to	50%)	and	a	
large	amount	of	water	(50%	to	70%)	used	to	
wash	out	the	paper	dust	and	lint.	To	reduce	the	
disposal	cost	for	printers,	I	designed	a	water	
decanting	system	to	minimize	the	amount	of	
water	in	the	wash-up	waste	before	disposal.	A	
Texas	printer	has	been	enjoying	a	$35,000	a	
year	reduction	on	waste	disposal	cost	since	he	
started	using	the	system.	Note	that	using	such	a	
treatment	system	my	need	to	be	registered	with	
the	state	agencies.	
	

Digital	Printing	Operation	
With	the	proliferation	of	digital	printing	presses	in	
the	last	decade,	many	printers	are	coping	with	this	
evolution	by	adding	digital	printing	operations.	
Contrary	to	many	printers’	belief,	the	recent	and	
more	advanced	digital	printing	presses	are	using	
liquid	digital	inks	(water,	solvent,	or	UV	based)	for	
better	print	quality	and	faster	printing	speed.	
However,	those	liquid	inks	likely	contain	VOCs	

(volatile	organic	compounds)	and	may	trigger	the	
need	for	an	air	permit,	depending	on	how	much	
VOC	is	emitted	during	printing	operations	and	the	
rules	and	regulations	promulgated	by	the	local	
and	state	environmental	agencies.	Many	printers	
are	caught	off	guard	because	they	did	not	know	
about	this.	There	are	also	other	health	and	safety	
issues	printers	need	to	be	concerned	with:	
	
•	For	digital	printing	presses	using	solvent-based	
printing	inks,	a	proper	ventilation	system	may	
need	to	be	established	around	the	presses	to	
protect	the	employees.	The	cleaning	waste	
generated	is	considered	a	D001,	ignitable	
hazardous	waste	and	must	be	disposed	of	
according	to	the	state	hazardous	waste	
management	regulations.	
	
•	For	digital	printing	presses	using	water	and	UV	
based	printing	inks,	the	spent	ink	solution	must	be	
handled	as	an	industrial	solid	waste	and	cannot	be	
disposed	of	as	trash.	

	
Employee	Safety	Training	
Many	printers	believe	that	employee	safety	
training	is	a	waste	of	time	and	money,	even	
though	they	have	no	choice	but	to	do	it.		On	the	
contrary,	I	have	been	conducting	employee	safety	
training	for	many	printers	around	the	country	for	
two	decades,	and	noticed	many	positive	results	
and	benefits	from	such	training:	
	
•	Employee	injury	rate	dropped	noticeably.	
•	Reduction	on	the	annual	insurance	premium.	
•	Decreased	worker’s	comp	expenses.	
•	Employees’	recognition	on	work	safety	and	the	
need	to	care	for	themselves.	 	 	 		
•	Increased	quality	production.	
•	Better	employee	cohesiveness	and	morale.		
•	Positive	involvement	by	management	on	safety	
and	employee	health.	
•	A	safety	reward	program	for	all	employees.	
•	Screening	of	new	chemicals	before	use.	
•	Avoiding	the	use	of	extremely	hazardous	
chemicals	that	contain	methylene	chloride	
(dichloromethane)	and	others.	

	
Selection	of	a	Qualified	EHS	Consultant	
As	evidenced	in	the	two	cases	noted	earlier,	
printers	need	to	be	keenly	aware	of	the	fact	that	
EHS	compliance	is	their	sole	responsibility,	not	
that	of	their	EHS	consultants.		A	technically	
qualified	EHS	consultant	with	deep	and	thorough	
understanding	of	various	printing	operations	and	
the	local	and	state	regulations	can	keep	printers’	
compliance	issues	at	bay	and	resolve	any	potential	
compliance	problems	before	they	get	out	of	
control,	and	at	the	same	time	minimize	printers’	
exposure	to	legal	liabilities	that	may	arise	from		
those	problems.	
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COVID-19	Pandemic		
In	the	past	year,	we	witnessed	a	game-changer,	
the	COVID-19	worldwide	pandemic,	that	has	likely		
forever	changed	the	way	we	live.	Its	impact	on	the	
printing	industry	is	even	greater	than	we	could	
have	imagined.	Following	the	outbreak,	many	of	
my	clients	were	not	fully	prepared	and	endured	
the	continuous	onslaught	of	the	pandemic.	
However,	they	learned	and	progressed	forward	
with	comprehensive	defensive	tactics	and	
procedures.	Even	though	most	of	them	suffered	a	
great	deal,	they	are	now	prepared	and	have	
successfully	survived	the	pandemic.	Based	on	my	
observations,	I	feel	that	their	success	is	due	to	the	
following:	
	
- Establish	a	thorough	defensive	procedure	to	
protect	all	employees,	such	as	mandatory	mask-	
wearing,	cleaning	each	piece	of	equipment	after	
use,	use	of	early	detection	system	(temperature	
monitoring/warning	device	at	each	entrance).	

- Ensure	that	all	employees	understand	and	fully	
embrace	the	procedures.	

- Enact	an	emergency	handling	procedure	in	the		
event	of	an	infection	inside	the	plant.	

- Management	involvement	and	determination.		
	

	
C.	Nelson	Ho	has	spent	the	last	30	years	
protecting	printers	from	the	onslaught	of		
ever-changing	EHS	compliance	issues		
in	44	states.	
	
Contact	Information	
3026	SW	17th	Place	
Cape	Coral,	FL		33914	
412-996-0338	(cell)	
nejccorp@aol.com	

	
	


