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Occupational Health Success Stories 
 
Bathtub Refinisher Death Leads to Nationwide Methylene Chloride Alert 
 
Around 9:30 AM on a cold February day in 2010, Jim Smith, co-owner of firm that 
repaired and resurfaced  tubs and sinks, arrived at an apartment complex to refinish 
bathtubs in units.  Two hours later he was found slumped over in a bathtub, dead from 
inhaling the vapors of the product used to remove the old finish.  This product, Tal-Strip 
II®, contains 60-100% methylene chloride, a solvent that is readily absorbed into the 
body through the skin and by breathing in the vapors. 
 
The Challenge 
The Michigan Fatality Assessment and Control Evaluation program 
(MIFACE) investigated Jim Smith’s death, identified two additional 
bathtub refinisher deaths in Michigan in previous years, and 
learned that federal OSHA had investigated 10 bathtub refinisher 
deaths in nine other states between 2000 and 2011.  Urgent 
actions were needed to prevent more deaths. 
 
The Response 
The MIFACE program sent a Hazard Alert to the 89 bathtub/sink refinishing companies 
and a number of building, hotel, and apartment associations in Michigan. The MMWR 
weekly news bulletin of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), which gets 
widespread national attention, published an article about all 13 deaths. The Michigan 
OSHA program (MIOSHA) e-mailed the Hazard Alert to its listserv’s 4,000 subscribers, and 
federal OSHA included the information in its e-newsletter, which has over 70,000 
subscribers. Now Jim Smith’s family has agreed to make a YouTube video to tell Jim’s 
story and provide information on the prevention of similar tragedies.   
 
The Impact 
The MIFACE program received many calls from small 
business owners with questions and expressions of 
gratitude for the safety information in the Alert, and 
MIOSHA has incorporated more solvent information 
into their training for the construction industry. 
Following the CDC publication, the story was picked 
up by more than 150 news outlets and web sites and 
was recounted in dozens of on-line blogs, 
environmental safety and trade association 
publications, and publications of product liability 
attorneys.   

 
For more information, visit the Michigan FACE Program Web page:   
http://www.oem.msu.edu/MiFACE_Program.aspx  
http://www.oem.msu.edu/MiFace/10MI013Report.pdf  
 

“Our immediate goal was to 
communicate to employers, 
workers and let the general public 
the extreme hazards of using 
products with methylene chloride in 
bathtub refinishing and to them 
know the availability of safer 
methods that used alternative 
products. A longer term goal, which 
still needs to be completed, is to 
change the regulations that allow 
the widespread availability of 
products containing methylene 
chloride.”  
             -Dr. Ken Rosenman 


