
and Regulatory Changes for 2020 
OSHA Penalties 
How’s the regulatory landscape shaping up? 
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In November 2015, the
federal Occupational Safety 

and Health Administration 
(OSHA) revised its civil

penalties to accommodate 
rising inflation rates.

Penalties
of violation

raised by
aprrox 2.5%

The Federal Civil Penalties Inflation Adjustment Act 
Improvements Act of 2015, as it was named, was the first 
revision to the OSHA fines system in over twenty years 
since the Prior Inflation Adjustment Act (1990, 1996). The 
next revision of the penalty structure took place on
January 23, 2019.1

On this date, OSHA put into effect its 2019 Annual 
Adjustment that raised the penalties of violation by 
approximately 2.5% over the 2015 revised amounts. The 
maximum fine for a serious violation increased from USD 
12,934 to USD 13,260.  The revised maximum fine for 
wilful and repeat violations had increased from USD 
132,598 to USD 129,336.2

 
On January 10, 2020, OSHA announced another increase 
in the maximum civil monetary penalties for violations of 
Federal Occupational Safety and Health standards and 
regulations. The new monetary penalties are 
approximately 2% higher than the previous penalty 
amounts. The revision in penalties, in accordance with 
the Federal Civil Penalties Inflation Act Improvements Act 
of 2015 (Inflation Adjustment Act), are as follows: 

These penalties have already been enforced and apply to any penalty assessed after January 15, 2020.3

For a willful violation, in which an employer knowingly fails to comply with an OSHA standard or
demonstrates a plain indifference for employee safety, the minimum penalty has increased from
$9,472 to $9,639 and the maximum penalty has increased from $132,598 to $134,937.

For each repeated violation for an identical or substantially similar violation previously cited by the 
agency, the penalty ceiling has risen from $132,598 to $134,937.

For each serious violation for workplace hazards that could cause an accident or illness that would
most likely result in death or serious physical harm, the maximum penalty has increased from
$13,260 to $13,494.

For each case other-than-serious violation, the maximum penalty has risen from $13,260 to $13,494.

For each failure to correct violation, the maximum penalty has increased from $13,260 to $13,494.

And lastly, for each posting requirement violation, the maximum penalty has risen from
$13,260 to $13,494.



02

The consequences of non-compliance with OSHA regulations, however, extend beyond the financial 
penalties imposed by the regulatory authority. The biggest risk of non-compliance that an organization 
runs is that of reputational damage. A lack of health and safety standards can often be perceived by 
customers, partners, investors, and the rest of society in a negative light. Recovery from such damage, if 
it’s even possible, can entail substantial costs, including losses incurred from diminished sales and layoffs.

Large or small, OSHA violations are best avoided in the first place. And the recent series of hikes on
penalties offers extra motivation for companies to ensure compliance.

Employers run the risk of suffering lofty legal costs for
settlement claims made from injured or affected workers, and 
families of employees who were casualties of fatal accidents.
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The Most-Cited Occupational Hazards
Every year, OSHA publishes the top ten most-cited safety violations. This list usually contains the same 
group of risks to worker safety and health, with the occasional change in order. For instance, fall
protection and hazard communications were the two most cited violations for the seventh consecutive 
year. For the fiscal year 2020 too, most cited violations have remained largely unchanged. Fall Protection 
– General Requirements continues to top the list of most-cited violations. Lockout/Tagout has moved up
in the list from 5th place in 2018 to 4th in 2019, while Respiratory Protection has now ranked 5th in the
latest list.4

A good approach is to be aware of the most cited violations in your industry. The “Frequently Cited 
OSHA Standards” is a useful tool that organizations can leverage to identify the most cited violations.5 
For instance, machine guarding comes in as the ninth most cited violation on the overall OSHA list. But 
for the manufacturing industry, which includes varied sub-industries from chemical manufacturing to 
food processing, it becomes the No. 1 most cited violation.

Such information can help you shape your organization’s policies and enforcement procedures.
Moreover, knowing which violations affect your industry the most can help you benchmark your OH&S 
performance against that of your peers and competitors.

Figure 1: OSHA’s most-cited violations 2019

 Fall Protection Respiratory
Protection

Machine
Guarding

 Hazard
Communication

Ladders

Scaffolding Powered
Industrial Trucks

Lockout/
Tagout

Fall Protection

General
Requirements

Training
Requirements

Eye and Face
Protection

6,010 2,450 1,743

3,671 2,345

2,813 2,093

2,606 1,773

1,411
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The Penalty-Safety Connection
For most employers, eliminating workplace injuries is a goal regardless of the associated fines. Yet, 
considering the impact that on-the-job injuries have on organizations, stringent regulations and the 
imposition of larger fines may offer some indirect motivations for employers. Workplace incidents often 
result in reporting issues and workers’ compensation complications leading to a negative influence on 
productivity, worker morale, and the bottom line. The prospect of larger penalties, in that case, not only 
promotes a reduction in injuries but also paves the way for organizations to grow more profitable.
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Understanding Regulatory
Changes and its Impact
Apart from increasing the penalties for violations, the 
federal agency has also signaled various regulatory
priorities that will be coming into effect throughout the 
first half of 2020. For instance, in April 2020, OSHA is likely 
to come up with some proposed rulemaking for its
walking-working surfaces rule to explain its specific 
requirements for stair rail systems. OSHA will also initiate 
the evaluation of comments regarding the potential 
revisions to its lockout/tagout and power industrial truck 
regulations. OSHA intends to review both regulations as 
latest technologies have impacted each and hopes update 
them while aligning them with the current standards.

OSHA also intends to pass a rule in May that would amend 
parts of the Cranes and Derricks in Construction Standard, 
including regulations that deal with industrial trucks. 
According to OSHA, the proposed corrections will
encompass the amendment of references to power line 
voltage for both AC and DC voltages. Other corrections in 
standards include the exclusion for forklifts carrying loads 
under the forks from “winch or hook” to a “winch and 
boom,” and clarifying an exclusion for work activities by 
articulating cranes.

Other new rulemakings will deal with welding in
construction confined spaces, communication tower 
safety, and occupational exposure to beryllium and
beryllium compounds in construction and shipyard 
sectors, and other updates to the Hazard Communication 
Standard. While the rulemaking process is in motion, 
employers should stay abreast with the proposed
regulatory changes and should focus on contributing to 
the rulemaking procedure to ensure that their interests are 
highlighted and safeguarded in the first place. Some of the 
proposals may not materialize into regulations in the near 
term, but employers should continue monitoring these 
shifts as they may evolve into significant requirements 
going forward.6  
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Adopting Preventive Measures 
Organizations need to realize that complying with OSHA’s regulations is the first step in protecting their 
interests, at the heart of which lies worker and downstream user safety. The complexity is much higher 
for those companies which have operations across multiple locations. It is critical for such organizations 
to ensure contractor compliance irrespective of the scale of their operations. This includes checking that 
suppliers are operating safely, staying compliant and keeping up to date with all regulations. As for 
those organizations that rely on manual paper-based methods, the challenge is bigger.

Creating a safety culture beyond the boundaries of the enterprise is the goal of contractor safety 
prequalification. When employers can verify contractors are on the same page in terms of safety and 
quality, everyone wins – and no one gets hit with an OSHA fine. After all, a little prevention goes a long 
way. This is where the benefits of a prequalification platform like Avetta can come in handy.

As part of this solution, Avetta prequalifies your suppliers and contractors on your behalf. Our solution 
ensures your organization is partnering with the right vendors that have the same goals and standards 
that you do. We achieve this by sending suppliers and contractors a list of questions, and thereafter, 
thoroughly evaluating their credentials and capabilities on various fronts – be it safety compliance as
per OSHA guidelines and standards, past incident rates, insurance, paperwork, etc. When suppliers,
contractors, and workers are prequalified in this manner, it reduces your organization’s chances of 
getting hit by expensive OSHA fines.     

Avetta’s experience in prequalifying contractors against federal, local, and organizational standards 
spans industries like oil and gas, telecom, manufacturing, chemicals, transportation, and
pharmaceuticals. Working in close quarters with leaders and experts has allowed Avetta to gain
extensive knowledge of occupational health and safety across these and many other industries.

Additionally, the company’s technology platform, Connect, enables your company to define goals, 
create and customize analytic dashboards, streamline processes, and generate reports that help in 
enhancing the safety and compliance for your supply chain operations.

Rising OSHA fines and the complexities of conforming to changing 
regulations can have a strenuous effect on an organization. Avetta 
eases this burden and helps you drive sustainable growth.
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About Avetta
About Avetta
Avetta connects leading global organizations with more than 85,000 qualified suppliers, contractors, and 
vendors across 100+ countries. We support the sustainable growth of supply chains through our trusted 
contractor prequalification, supplier audits, insurance monitoring, robust analytics and more. With real 
results in helping companies reduce TRIR, our highly configurable solutions elevate safety and sustainability 
in workplaces around the world—helping workers get home to their families each night.

Let’s connect at avetta.com


