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TO:          Robert W. Healy, City Manager 

FROM:      Claude-Alix Jacob, Chief Public Health Officer 

DATE: February 15, 2011 

SUBJECT:  Response to Policy Order #6, adopted 1/24/11 
Text of Order: It has come to the attention of this City Council that the Boston Public Health 
Commission has voted to improve health and safety conditions at local nail salons; and the 
new regulations include mandatory single time use for emery boards, cleaning gurgling foot 
baths between every use, and a shift toward improved ventilation to reduce chemical vapors; 
and Cambridge has 23 nail salons listed on the Commonwealth of Massachusetts Division of 
Professional Licensure website with these salons serving any number of Cambridge residents; 
now therefore be it ordered that the City Manager be and hereby is requested to look into the 
current licensing standards for nail salons and in light of the experience in the City of Boston 
explore the possibility of strengthening licensing standards.  

  
    

All nail and beauty salons and practitioners in the state are licensed by the Massachusetts Board 
of Registration of Cosmetologists (formerly the Massachusetts Board of Cosmetology) and 
enforcement of state regulations governing their safe operation is the responsibility of this 
agency and its inspectors. Local health departments are typically not notified by customers who 
have concerns about an establishment, but in rare instances CPHD staff have heard from 
concerned residents who are unsure whom to contact.  State oversight rules are fairly limited and 
the number of inspectors statewide is considered by many public health advocates and 
professionals to be insufficient.   
 
The Massachusetts Healthy Cosmetology Committee, comprised primarily of staff from the 
Toxic Use Reduction Institute (UMass Lowell) and local public health departments (including 
Cambridge) attempted to strengthen state oversight of nail salon establishments and practitioners, 
and presented formal recommendations to the Massachusetts Board of Cosmetology in January 
2009. This committee sought to increase public assurance that nail salon establishments are 
safely operated, that hygienic conditions are maintained, and that staff are properly credentialed 
and trained to practice their specific discipline within cosmetology (e.g., beautician, manicurist, 
aesthetician). An equally compelling concern was that of worker safety, as nail salon employees 
are exposed to certain potentially hazardous products, over a period of months or even years.   
The recommendations were not implemented and the committee disbanded shortly thereafter. 
 
According to the Boston Public Health Commission, which has operated the Safe Nail Salons 
Project since 2007 and is now regulating nail salons at the local level, nail technicians are 
exposed to “a myriad of potentially hazardous chemicals every day” that can cause them to 
experience headaches, dizziness, fatigue, breathing difficulties, and reproductive problems.  
 
Clients of nail salons, while at less risk from these environmental exposures, can experience 
bacterial and fungal infections from incidental cuts or other treatments involving unsterile 
equipment (e.g., cuticle trimmers, foot baths) or contaminated products (e.g., pumice stones, 
emery boards). Manicurists can also spread infection if they do not sanitize their hands and work 
area between clients. 
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The Boston Nail Salon Regulation 
 
Given these health concerns, the Boston Public Health Commission (BPHC) promulgated a local 
nail salon regulation in January 2011.  The regulation is intended to standardize practices of nail 
salons to protect the health of nail technicians, clients, and visitors from the risk of injury or 
infection due to unsanitary conditions and exposure to hazardous chemicals.  The regulation also 
requires that BPHC inspect and permit all Boston nail salons, which in turn will create 
opportunities for educating workers and owners about infection control and prevention of 
exposure to hazardous chemicals.  
 
Among the requirements of the Boston regulation: 

 All chemicals used in the salon shall be properly labeled and stored, including chemicals 
that have been removed from their original containers.  

 A Material Safety Data Sheet (MSDS) that lists the ingredients in each chemical and the 
risk of exposure must be kept on site and readily available for review by public health 
inspectors and salon employees.  

 Multi-use tools, including manicuring instruments, must be cleaned and disinfected after 
each use.  

 Single-use tools may not be reused.  

 Foot spas must be sanitized before and after each client and at the end of the day.  

 Nail technicians must wear impermeable gloves when handling chemicals that are 
potentially damaging to the skin or when performing any procedure that has a risk of 
breaking the client’s skin. 

 
What is Cambridge Doing? 
 
During the past five years, CPHD staff have received four nail salon complaints—all against 
manicurists—which were then forwarded to state inspectors. This small number does not 
accurately reflect the degree of concern among customers of cosmetology establishments. 
According to information received from the Office of Investigations Inspections at the 
Massachusetts Division of Professional Licensure, there were 14 docketed complaints against 
Cambridge nail salon establishments during the 12-month period between July 1, 2009 and June 
30, 2010. The complaints involved either consumer complaints or complaints arising from salon 
inspections. 
 
To address existing regulatory gaps at the state level: 

 Sam Lipson, the department’s Director of Environmental Health, participated on the 
Massachusetts Healthy Cosmetology Committee from 2003 until it disbanded in 2009.   

 In fall 2010, Mr. Lipson testified in favor of the Boston Public Health Commission’s 
proposal to regulate nail salons in Boston. CPHD was the only local health department that 
presented testimony. 
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 CPHD staff will participate in a new iteration of the Healthy Cosmetology Committee, 
which is being convened by the Boston Public Health Commission and will be holding its 
first meeting in February. The goal of committee is to develop public health standards and 
goals for Massachusetts nail salons and partner with the Massachusetts Board of 
Registration of Cosmetologists in implementing these guidelines. Members of this 
statewide committee include city and town health officers, university faculty, individuals 
and business people, as well as representatives of the Occupational Health Surveillance 
Program of the Massachusetts Department of Public Health and Massachusetts Division of 
Occupational Safety.  

 CPHD is currently considering proposing a local public health regulation similar in scope 
and intent to the Boston regulation. The department intends to develop a strategy to 
improve nail salon oversight by late fall 2011. 


