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OSHA Should Improve Safety Checks 

The agency in charge of workplace safety needs to do a better job of making sure 
employers keep accurate records on worker injuries and illnesses, congressional 
investigators said in a report released Monday. 

The Occupational Safety and Health Administration is supposed to audit employer 
records in the most hazardous industries to keep tabs on accident and illness rates. 
But the Government Accountability Office report found inspectors often don't interview 
workers to verify what is in employer records. 

The report said OSHA shouldn't rely solely on employer data because some 
companies pressure workers not to report injuries or illnesses. 

In addition, about a third of health providers surveyed by GAO said they have been 
pressured to withhold medical treatment so a company could avoid filing an injury or 
illness report. 

Part of the problem is that OSHA officials don't audit records until two years after 
incidents occur. That often means the workers involved in the incidents are no longer 
available to be interviewed. 

Democrats on the House Education and Labor Committee ordered up the GAO report 
because they are skeptical of numbers that have shown the rate of workplace injuries 
and illnesses declining between 1992 and 2007. 

The GAO didn't determine that those numbers are flawed, but concluded that OSHA 
could get more accurate information if inspectors did a better job independently 
verifying the data employers provide. 

In 2007, there were about 4 million cases in which workers were injured or became ill 
as a result of unsafe or unhealthy working conditions. OSHA inspects work sites in 
industries that typically have the highest number of workplace injuries, such as the 
transportation and chemical industries. 

But the report also found that OSHA does not audit records in eight other "high hazard" 
industries -- including amusement parks and ski facilities -- because it has not updated 
agency regulations. The report urged OSHA to update its regulations to include those 
industries. 

OSHA agreed with all the recommendations in the GAO report. Earlier this year, OSHA 
launched a new program that would increase the number of work sites audited to 
check the accuracy of injury and illness reports.                                 Adapted from www.usgnn.com 
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Glass rules our cities, for better and worse 

Architects love glass, sometimes with a passion. Its 
unique qualities -- transparency, reflectivity, the ability 
both to divide and unify space -- are alluring. Of course, 
both passion and glass benefit from tempering.  

Many recently built high-rise office and apartment  
buildings in New York, Chicago and other cities sport 
taut, glazed skins. Sometimes the pattern of vertical and horizontal lines, the ultra-thin joints 
between rectangular glass panels, is the only articulation of facades soaring skyward.  

Architects' continuing love affair with glass is evident even in downtown D.C., where 
skyscraping is outlawed. A number of recently constructed projects -- for example new office 
buildings at 1999 K Street NW, and 801 17th Street N.W. -- are sheathed entirely with glass.  

Large buildings with systematically composed, all-glass curtain walls can look quite elegant, 
like giant, scaleless cubic sculptures. A taut glass skin with crisp, minimalist detailing can 
reveal not only a building's structure and purity of form, but also its illuminated interior. It's 
akin to enveloping a building's skeleton with plastic wrap.  

State-of-the-art glass and curtain wall technology makes this feasible.  

Sealed panels of double and sometimes triple layers of glass, separated by argon-filled cavities, 
insulate very well thermally while reflecting or absorbing unwanted radiation. Patterns on glass 
surfaces can be etched or applied using baked-on, ultra-thin layers of ceramic -- known as "frit" 
-- to filter daylight and reduce solar heat gain while creating decorative imagery. A glass facade 
can even be "green" by allowing daylight to pour into the interior, reducing daytime electric 
lighting needs.  

Today, enormous sheets of glass can be manufactured. Laminated with reinforcing films, glass 
can be used structurally as beams and floor panels. Mullions, the framing that supports glass 
curtain walls, can themselves be made of glass.  

Meanwhile aluminum and stainless steel mullions have become less visible. Modern glass skins 
can be supported with hardware and structural supports attached only to the interior of glass 
panels, which can directly abut other panels separated by only a thin strip of sealant.  

Glass is stable and impermeable. By contrast, concrete and masonry are porous materials that 
crack, absorb moisture and dirt, and eventually deteriorate after many freeze-thaw cycles. Metal 
can warp, deform, rust and react chemically with other substances. Painted materials need 
regular repainting. Durable glass can last indefinitely and requires little more than periodic 
cleaning.  
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Glass has been around for centuries. In medieval churches, stained-glass windows were 
ornamental and spiritual as well as utilitarian, providing ethereal illumination along with 
biblical narrative. Window glass in some of Europe's palaces, civic buildings and housing dates 
back to the middle ages.  

With the 19th century Industrial Revolution, glass-making technology and its architectural 
potential advanced rapidly. That potential was demonstrated most dramatically when Joseph 
Paxton, a British engineer, designed an enormous exhibition pavilion in a London park for the 
1851 World Exposition. Dubbed the Crystal Palace, the pavilion consisted of a cast iron 
skeleton covered totally with glass. A public sensation and technical tour-de-force, it made 
indoors feel like outdoors and expressed the alluring magic of transparency.  

Architects were increasingly fascinated by the notion of transparent, all-glass buildings. In 1919 
and 1920, as Chicago architects were constructing America's first high-rise, curtain wall 
buildings, Germany's Ludwig Mies van der Rohe envisioned and crafted models of hypothetical 
20- and 30-story skyscrapers clad totally in glass. Amazingly prescient, his unrealized designs 
look like buildings currently being constructed.  

But pulling a scaleless glass skin from a building's parapet down to a city sidewalk is 
aesthetically and functionally questionable. The bottom floors of an urban building, those first 
few dozen feet -- two to three stories -- rising from street level, demand different treatment than 
the many stories farther up.  

Building entrances and canopies, along with storefront windows and doors of retail shops, cafes 
and restaurants, should occupy and animate the base of downtown buildings. Signage and 
lighting also must be part of the design of a building's base. Sidewalk level is where the public 
most directly comes in contact with architecture. This is where pedestrians become most aware 
of the visual and tactile qualities of a building's materials and details.  

Thus to fulfill its streetscape obligations, the taut skin of a glass-clad urban building needs to 
change near the street level. To a facade's visual transparency must be added transparency of 
movement provided by welcoming entries. Transformation of the facade and skin may be 
accomplished using only glass, but it also may entail use of additional materials. In either case, 
the compositional challenge is making the transformation seem natural and integral to the 
overall design rather than appearing tacked on or retrofitted.  

The quality of a work of architecture ultimately is not assured by use of glass or any other 
material. Rather it depends on the compositional talent and imagination of the designer and the 
artistry with which materials, whatever they might be, are assembled to make architectural 
form.                                                                                                                   Adapted from www.usgnn.com  
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