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S i l i c o s i s  h a s  t a k e n
A SERIOUS TOLL IN
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,
AFFECTING WORKERS 
IN MANY SETTINGS.
H e r e  i s  a  r e a l -l i f e
STORY...

A W es t  V i rg in ia  d r i l l e r  w ill  no t  see  h is  
10 year old daughter grow up. He will not be 
there when she gets married. He will not be 
there when she s tarts  a family of her own. During 
the fall of 1988 a driller in his late 40s had chest 

pain. He went to a hospital in Morgantown, West 
Virginia, where the doctors told him he had silico
sis (lung damage). He continued to work and sup
port his family as many workers do. He died from 
silicosis during the spring of 1994 after 18 years of 
drilling. After his death his lungs were examined. 
His lungs  w ere  h a rd  because of all th e  d u s t  in 
them . I t  w as  d ifficu lt  to cu t  th em  even w ith  a 
scalpel.

T h o u sa n d s  of peop le  are exposed  to 
crys ta l l ine  sil ica dust at work every day.

E a rly  D e a th s  F ro m  D ust 
D o n ’t  Let It Happen To You!

• 42 year old construction worker in Pennsylvania
• 37 year old construction worker in Ohio
• 49 year old construction laborer in Oklahoma 
• 4 1  year old construction worker in Indiana
• 44 year old construction laborer in 

North Carolina
• 39 year old construction painter in Ohio



Silicosis can lead to heart failure and increase th>

W h a t  i s  s il ic o s is ?
Silicosis is permanent lung damage caused by breath
ing d u s t  containing extremely fine particles of crys
talline silica. Crystalline silica is found in m aterials  
such as concrete, masonry and rock. When these m ate
rials are made into a fine dust  and suspended in the 
air, breathing in these fine particles can produce lung 
damage. Silicosis can be to tally  d isabling and may 
lead to death.

S y m p t o m s  o f  s il ic o s is :
• In itia lly  th ere  m ay be no sym ptom s.
• L a te r  th e re  m ay  be d iff icu lty  in b r e a th in g  and  

cough may be present.
• O ther  sym ptom s m ay include fever, w eight loss, 

and night sweats.
See a physician if you experience these symptoms and 
suspect th a t  you are exposed to crystalline silica. All 
workers breathing crystalline silica dust should have 
a medical examination.

H ow  DO CONSTRUCTION WORKERS 
GET EXPOSED?
Concrete and m asonry products contain silica sand. 
Since concrete  an d  m ason ry  a re  p r im a ry  bu ild ing  
materials, there are numerous ways for construction 
workers to be exposed.

S o m e  a c t i v i t i e s  in  w h ic h  s i l i c a  d u s t  m ay  
BE PRESENT IN THE AIR INCLUDE:
• Abrasive blasting using silica sand as the 

abrasive.
• Abrasive blasting of concrete.
• Chipping, hammering, and drilling rock.
• Crushing, loading, hauling, and dumping rock.
• Chipping, hammering, drilling, sawing, and grind

ing concrete or masonry.
• Demolition of concrete and masonry structures.
• Dry sweeping or pressurized air blowing of 

concrete or sand dust.



How IS SILICOSIS PREVENTED?
The key to silicosis prevention is to prevent dust from 
being in the air. The Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) requires dust to be controlled 
whenever possible. A simple control may work.

Exam ple:  A water hose to wet dust down a t  the point 
of generation. Here are  some steps you can take  to 
protect yourself:
• Always use the dust  control system and keep it in 

good maintenance.
• When sawing concrete or m asonry use saws th a t  

provide w ater to the blade.
• D uring  rock drilling use w a te r  th rough  the  drill 

stem to reduce the amount of dust in the air.
• Use dust collection systems which are available for 

many types of dust generating equipment. Use local 
e x h a u s t  v en t i la t io n  to p re v e n t  d u s t  from being 
released into the air.

• M inimize exposures to nearby  workers by using  
good work practices.

• Use abrasives containing less than  1% crystalline 
silica during abrasive blasting to prevent harmful 
quartz dust  from being released in the air.

• Measure dust levels in the air.
Respirators should only be used until adequate dust 
controls are  in place. Respirators should not be the 
primary method of protection. If controls cannot keep 
dust levels below the NIOSH Recommended Exposure 
Level (REL) then respira tors  should be used. Select 
respira tors  th a t  provide enough protection. Keeping 
respirators fit for use requires continual maintenance. 
When respirators are used, OSHA requires employers 
to establish  a comprehensive respiratory  protection 
program. R espira tory  protection program s are  o u t
lined in the NIOSH Guide to Industrial Respiratory  
Protection.



M e d ic a l  e x a m in a t io n s :
• All workers breathing crystalline silica dust should 

have a medical examination.
• C h e s t  X -ray  (c la s s i f ie d  a c c o rd in g  to th e  1980 

In te rn a t io n a l  L abour Office (1LO) In te rn a t io n a l  
Classification of Radiographs of Pneumoconioses).

• Pulmonary function test.
• Annual evaluation for TB (tuberculosis).

W a n t  M o r e  
I n f o r m a t i o n ?
T h re e  NIOSH S ilicosis  A le r ts  ava ilab le :

• Preventing Silicosis cmcl Deaths in Construction 
Workers

• P r e v e n t in g  S i l i c o s i s  a n d  D e a th s  f r o m  
Sandblasting

• P re v e n t in g  S i l i c o s is  a n d  D e a th s  in  Rock  
Drillers

F o r  fre e  co p ie s  ca ll N IO SH  a t  1-800-35-NIÜSH

Y our C om m ents
rM i h e  National Institute for Occupational Safety and 
J. Health (NIOSH) requests assistance in controlling 
exposures of construction workers to respirable crys
talline silica. The need is urgent to inform construction 
workers, coworkers, and construction managers about 
th e  resp ira to ry  h aza rd s  associated  with  resp irable  
crystalline silica.
Your comments on how best to inform construction 
workers about this preventable disease are welcomed. 
Please send your comments to:

Ken Linch 
Industrial Hygienist 
NIOSH
Division of Respiratory Disease Studies
1095 Willowdale Road
Morgantown, West Virginia 26505-2888
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