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Have you ever experienced a cut, scrape, puncture, bite, or smelled a foul odor? Do you work in 

confined spaces as part of your regular duties? As pest management professionals in the field 

every day, there are many potential exposures to blood and airborne pathogens. In this update, 

we will examine universal precautions, what exactly airborne pathogens consist of, and what OSHA 

requirements are involved.

Universal precautions are safety guidelines in which blood and other potentially infectious materials 

are handled like they are contaminated. Biological fluids include blood, semen, vaginal secretions, saliva, 

cerebrospinal fluid, synovial fluid (from joints), pleural fluid (from lungs), and unidentifiable bodily 

fluids. Adhering to universal precautions means using personal protective equipment and following safe 

work practices. 

Previously, universal precautions did not apply to other body fluids like nasal secretions, sweat, tears, 

urine, and feces. Now, an Occupational Safety & Health Administration (OSHA) document (OSHA 

1910.1030 Bloodborne Pathogens) states that universal precautions should apply to all bodily fluids due 

to the fact it is impossible to know by looking if a fluid contains blood or blood components.
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Emergency procedures for an accidental or un-

expected exposure incident include the following. If 

blood or biological plasma splashes in your eyes or 

mucus membranes, flush the area with running water 

for 20 minutes. Wash any exposed area thoroughly 

with an antibacterial soap. Treat all scabs and sores 

gently when cleansing skin. Report the exposure to 

your supervisor as soon as possible. Save any poten-

tially contaminated object for testing. And finally, seek 

medical care as soon as possible.

Employers are required to inform you on how to 

make an incident report in case you are exposed. After 

the employer receives the report, they must identify and document the source of the blood or contaminant. Con-

sent must be obtained to test the source person’s blood unless he or she is known to be infectious. The employer 

must inform you of the test results, arrange for you to have your blood tested (with your consent) and arrange 

for you to receive counseling and medical care. Treatment and follow-up care depend upon the type of exposure, 

substance involved, route of transmission, and exposure severity.

OSHA requires exposure reporting to include the following information: a) the date, time, and location the 

exposure occurred, b) your specific job title and classification, c)the activity you were performing at the time of 

the exposure and your training in that activity, d) controls (devices or equipment) used at the time of the expo-

sure e) preventative work practice controls used at the time of the exposure and f) the appropriate and readily 

available personal protective equipment (PPE) used at the time the exposure occurred.
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There are three types of airborne pathogens: viral, bacterial, and fungal. Meningitis, influenza, pneumonia, 

and tuberculosis are all examples of diseases transmitted through the air. An infectious person’s cough or sneeze 

can send tiny droplets of liquid into the air that contain the pathogen. These contaminants can remain airborne 

for hours. Exposure does not always result in infection. The likelihood of an acquiring an infectious load depends 

upon several factors:  how contagious the infectious person has become, where the exposure occurs (like a 

crowded elevator), how long the exposure lasts and finally, how healthy you are at the time of the exposure. 
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One example of an airborne pathogen is tuberculosis (TB).  With TB your lungs are usually affected, but it 

can also affect the brain, spine, and kidneys. Many people infected with TB may not be sick because their bodies 

are effectively fighting the bacteria and are not contagious. They may develop TB disease later and become con-

tagious. The greatest risk is one or two years after infection and much higher for people with medical conditions 

that include HIV, diabetes, kidney disease, low body weight, and certain cancers (leukemia, Hodgkin’s disease, or 

cancers of the head and neck).

According to the Centers for Disease Control & Prevention (CDC), employees in certain workplaces 

face greater risks of exposure. These workplaces are commercial airlines, correctional facilities, drug and 

treatment centers, health care facilities, homeless shelters, and long-term care facilities. 

To prevent TB infection, engineering controls may include isolation of TB patients, UVC lighting to 

destroy environmental bacteria (still under research), special air filters, and fitted masks and respirators 

around people known to have TB.

With all of the commercial facilities (especially healthcare), confined spaces, and even blood feeding 

insects (especially bed bugs and fleas) that pest management professionals work with in the field every 

day, it is mandatory that you are trained regarding blood and airborne pathogens. 

To minimize risk to exposure, pursuant to the structural environment in which the technician is 

working, he or she must observe and utilize all precautions and PPE mandated by both OSHA and the 

specific facility. He or she may need to attend and complete training provided by that facility. 

PPE is specialized clothing (non-latex gloves and possibly Tyvek coveralls) or equipment (respirator 

and goggles) worn by the employee or contractor for protection against an exposure. General uniforms 

not intended to function as protection against a hazard are not considered to be PPE. Hand washing is 

considered a primary protection from spreading 

infection. 

Be sure to attend a Universal Precautions training 

program today. Be sure to include a CPR, AED, and 

First Aid course as well. This training is exception-

ally valuable and many times required by your 

customers and clients. You can sign up for classes 

through the Red Cross (www.redcross.org) or the 

National Safety Council (www.nsc.org). «
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