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GENERAL INFORMATION:   OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH & SAFETY PROGRAM  
FOR ANIMAL WORKERS 

 
In accordance with our Assurance with PHS/NIH and the recommendations set forth in the 
Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals, the Occupational Health and Safety in the 
Care and Use of Research Animals, Rosalind Franklin University of Medicine and Science has a 
program of occupational health and safety for individuals who have animal contact in the course 
of their employment or studies.   The program involves enrollment and risk-assessment, medical 
evaluation/preventive medicine, ongoing monitoring, and training to minimize risks. 
 
Who should be enrolled in the program? 
All individuals who have contact with research animals as a component of their employment 
must be enrolled in the OHS program.  This applies to all workers who work directly with 
research animals, well as those who are only indirectly exposed.  Thus, faculty, staff and students 
who work with research animals on approved animal protocols need to be enrolled, as do all 
members of the Biological Resource Facility’s (BRF) animal care and veterinary staff.   In 
addition, people who have indirect contact with animals because their job requires occasional 
entry to the BRF (e.g. personnel in engineering, operations, maintenance, security or IT who 
need to enter animal housing facilities to attend to plumbing, communications, as well as 
members of the Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee, IACUC) must be enrolled in the 
program.   Table 1 (found at the end of this document) summarizes the risk categories and the 
requirements of the OHS program for the various individuals who have contact with animals at 
the University.  
 
Step 1 – Enrollment & Risk Assessment  
The form for enrollment in the OHS program for animal workers on the IACUC website should 
be completed by both the supervisor and the personnel.   The enrollment form includes an initial 
risk assessment component.   The completed form should be submitted to the IACUC office. An 
employee or student is considered at "increased risk" if they are exposed to live, vertebrate 
animals in a way that gives them an increased chance of getting an occupational illness, such as 
allergy, a physical injury or a zoonotic disease.  People who work with or around animals are at 
increased risk of getting an animal related illness compared to people who do not have any 
contact with animals.   However, risk assessment is also intended to classify individuals into one 
of two main groups, depending on their type and extent of contact with animals.    The 
requirements for training, monitoring and vaccination status vary depending on the risk category.   
Individuals who have extensive direct exposure to animals (e.g. animal care staff, investigators 
who do surgeries on lab animals) are in a different risk category than individuals who have 
minimal animal contact (e.g. an individual who assists on a research project but only works with 
tissue harvested from a euthanized frog). In addition, people who rarely enter the BRF for other 
job related duties (for example engineering or maintenance staff making repairs) are in an even 
lower risk category.   
 
Supervisors must objectively evaluate the working conditions of those working under their 
supervision and complete the risk assessment part of the OHS enrollment form.    This initial 
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assessment defines the type of animal species, the extent of animal contact and the estimated 
risk.   Supervisors are encouraged to consult with IACUC, EHS or Human Resources for general 
guidance in risk assessment if questions arise.   In addition, the veterinary staff of the BRF can 
be consulted about questions concerning zoonotic risks or other issues involving working with 
animals.   
 
Step 2:   Medical Evaluation/Preventive Medicine  
The form to apply for the Medical Evaluation component of the RFUMS Animal Research 
Program can be downloaded from the IACUC website.   Instructions for registration with the 
RFU Health System are included on the top of the form.  The participant, NOT their supervisor, 
has to complete and submit the form.   DO NOT SEND THE COMPLETED FORM TO THE 
IACUC.    The medical evaluation form is part of a confidential medical record that will 
maintained securely and in compliance with all federal, state and local regulations that protect 
the privacy of your medical information at the Rosalind Franklin University Health System. 
There is no charge to you for the assessment of this medical evaluation form by a physician in 
the RFU occupational health program.   Individuals with direct animal contact will need to 
complete this process annually; those with indirect contact will need to complete this every five 
years. 
 
Tetanus Vaccination 
Individuals who work with live animals are at increased risk for animal bites as well as other 
types of puncture wounds.  Thus, a current tetanus vaccine is recommended for everyone who 
works with, or has direct exposure to, animals.  If your enrollment/risk assessment form indicates 
risk category of III or IV, you should maintain a current tetanus vaccination status.   If an 
employee has not had a tetanus vaccine/booster within a 10 year time frame (or can’t remember 
when they last had one) they should make arrangements to obtain a tetanus shot (either with the 
RFU Health Clinic or a provider of their choice).   
 
Individuals at “Special Risk”  
There are individuals who are considered at special risk in the context of the OHS program for 
animal workers.   For example, individuals with altered immunocompetence (e.g. someone 
undergoing chemotherapy for cancer, someone who has had a transplant, an individual taking 
immunosuppressant drugs, etc.), pregnant individuals (or those attempting to get pregnant) as 
well as individuals with existing allergies or asthma should be referred to an occupational health 
physician for additional risk assessment.    Individuals at special risk should indicate this on the 
medical evaluation form.  Follow-up can be with the OHS physician at the Vista Health System 
or at another location/physician depending on the individual’s preference.   Supervisors should 
inform their personnel that if they have a health condition that might make them more 
susceptible to illness than the average worker, they can arrange a confidential medical consult 
and assessment with an occupational health physician through our program.    
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Step 3 - Personnel Training  
A fundamental component of an OHS program is education and training.   Everyone who has 
contact with research animals must, at a minimum, have basic training about animal risks, 
hazards and how to minimize those.   The IACUC has prepared a general brochure “Introduction 
to Animal Hazards” that can be obtained from our web site, from the IACUC office, or from 
Human Resources.   This brochure introduces the range of risks encountered in the care and use 
of research animals at the University as well as provides some tips for reducing risk and for 
promoting a safer and healthier workplace.    It is useful for those who will have indirect contact 
with animals (as well as others who will have direct contact). 
 
For individuals who will have direct animal contact, additional training is required.   Those 
working on animal protocols will complete on-line training modules (described in the Training 
section of the IACUC website) that include components devoted to safety.  Additional 
information is available in the document called “Guidelines for Safety And Risk Reduction for 
Individuals Working with or Around Animals” found on the IACUC web site.   The last page of 
this document has a summary of “Best Practices” to reduce risks associated with research 
animals.   
 
Additional Training:    It is the supervisor’s responsibility to ensure that all individuals in their 
lab are appropriately trained in safe work practices and animal hazards before starting work that 
involves exposure to animals.   In the case of researchers, the supervisor is the Principal 
Investigator or PI, and that individual is responsible for the training of everyone in their 
laboratory who will be working with or exposed to animals. Of course, this hands-on training 
extends to specialized procedures as well as other types of laboratory hazards.   The veterinary 
staff is available for training on specialized procedures involving animals; the Environmental 
Health and Safety Department provides training materials for other hazard topic areas (and their 
website should be consulted for additional information).  
 
Step 4:  Facilities Tour 
Everyone who will need to enter the Biological Resource Facility as part of their job must 
complete a Facility Tour. These are offered on a regular basis (contact the BRF Management to 
arrange such a tour). The tour will provide orientation to the facility as also provide the 
employee with the basic rules and regulations that are in force (dress code and PPE, rules about 
noise, photography, food, etc.).  There are definitely areas (e.g. biohazard rooms) that require 
special PPE and training to enter and there are specific rules about moving between “clean and 
dirty sides” of animal housing rooms in the BRF.  
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Table 1.  Risk Categories and Requirements of the Occupational Health and Safety 

Program for Individuals in Contact with Animals 
 

Risk Category 

Requires: 
a. Enrollment & 
Risk Assessment 
b. Basic Training 
c. Facility Tour 

Requires: 
Medical Eval 
Form every  
5 years 

Requires: 
Medical 
Eval Form 
annually 

Requires: 
Tetanus 
Vaccine* 

Requires: 
Follow-up 
Services* 

Group A:  Indirect 
Contact with Animals 
 
I.  Personnel who have 
infrequent access to the 
animal housing or procedure 
areas for other job duties 
(Security, Maintenance, etc)  

yes yes - no as needed 

II. Personnel who do not 
handle live animals but may 
be exposed to their fur, 
dander or tissues in their 
work environment  

yes yes - no as needed 

Group B:  Direct Animal 
Contact  
 
III.  Personnel who handle 
live animals on occasion, but 
do not perform invasive 
procedures. 

yes - yes as needed as needed 

IV.  Personnel who handle 
live animals frequently or 
who perform invasive 
procedures (e.g. surgery). 

yes - yes as needed as needed  

 
*Some individuals may require additional services that can be discussed confidentially with the 
OHS provider at the RFU Health system.   
 


