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In Ontario construction, 
occupational diseases have 
caused the deaths of more
workers or former workers 
in the past ten years than
occupational injuries have.

Most of these diseases were
caused by past exposure 

to asbestos. 

caused the deaths of more
workers or former workers

Non-fatal diseases related to
construction, such as noise-
induced hearing loss, affect

hundreds of construction
workers in Ontario every year.

The threats to your health are
real. This issue of Construction
Safety magazine describes the

most common hazards and 
how to control them.

hundreds of construction
workers

how to control them

20150 Inside:.  1/28/08  1:17 PM  Page 2



CONSTRUCTION
SAFETY

Winter 2007/2008
Volume 18, Number 4

The Construction Safety Association of Ontario
publishes Construction Safety magazine quarterly.

Circulation: 68,000.

President: Renato Tacconelli, Vice-President—
Operations, Eastern Construction Company Ltd. 

1st Vice-President: William Nicholls, Business
Manager/Secretary-Treasurer, International Union
of Painters and Allied Trades, Ontario Council. 

Executive Vice-President and General Manager:
Roy O’Rourke

Editor: John J. Ihnat  johnih@csao.org

Cover photo: John J. Ihnat

CSAO reserves the right to accept or refuse any ad.
Acceptance does not signify endorsement.

Construction Safety Association of Ontario
21 Voyager Court South,

Etobicoke, Ontario M9W 5M7 Canada
1-800-781-2726    www.csao.org

ISSN 1485-7227          Publications Mail Agreement # 40064070

Contents   
11 things you can do to prevent disease ..................... 4

Disease statistics: construction ...................................... 6

Noise .................................................................................... 7

Respirator basics: Pull out poster ................ Centrefold

Asbestos ........................................................................... 10

Dust and silica ................................................................. 11

Asthma .............................................................................. 12

Welding fume ................................................................... 13

Lead .................................................................................... 14

Skin problems .................................................................. 15

NOTICE OF CSAO’s 2008 
ANNUAL MEETING: APRIL 28
The membership of the Construction
Safety Association of Ontario (CSAO)
consists of voting members comprised of 

a) all employers within the meaning of
the Workplace Safety and Insurance
Act, 1997, who:

i) are registered by the Workplace
Safety and Insurance Board
(WSIB) in one or more of those
rate numbers representing the
construction industry; and

ii) have an active payroll within the
WSIB’s construction
classifications in the current fiscal
year and pay WSIB assessments in
these classifications; 

b) Directors of CSAO; and

c) Members of Standing Provincial,
Regional, and Trade/Sector Labour-
Management Health and Safety
Committees established in accordance
with CSAO’s By-Laws.

Take notice that the Annual Meeting of
voting members of CSAO will be held at
the Delta Meadowvale Resort and
Conference Centre, 6750 Mississauga
Road, Mississauga, Ontario, on the 28th
day of April, 2008—at the hour of 9:00
o’clock in the morning local time—to:

✓ receive and consider the 2007 Annual
Report, the financial statements, and
report of the auditors;

✓ elect Executive Council Directors and
Officers;

✓ appoint auditors and authorize the
Directors to fix their remuneration;
and

✓ transact such other business as may
properly come before the Annual
Meeting or any adjournment thereof.

For more information about the meeting,
please contact CSAO at 1-800-781-2726
or info@csao.org.
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11 things you can do

1) Use water to control dust.
Using water is the easiest way to
reduce airborne dust during all
kinds of hazardous activities such
as lead removal, demolition,
sweeping, concrete grinding, or
chipping. Water is cheap,
abundant, and effective.

2) Use a vacuum to remove dust.
Use a vacuum to clean up or
remove dust instead of blowing it
off surfaces with compressed air.
Using compressed air only makes
the dust airborne and spreads it
around. 

To cut clean-up costs and time,
attach a vacuum to power saws,
grinders, chipping hammers, or
other tools.

3) Let the fresh air in.
Opening windows and doors will
improve indoor air quality for all
workers and will dilute and
remove harmful contaminants
such as exhaust gases and paint
fumes. 

11 things you can do
. . . to prevent occupational disease.  By Lawrence A. Kurtz, MSM, DOHS, ROH 

If the air is stagnant, use a large fan
to circulate the air. Provide air
conditioning in trailers and
equipment cabs. 

4) Before work starts, organize 
the site to separate
hazardous activities from
safe activities. 

Prevent dangerous exposures, work
refusals, and arguments by taking a
few minutes to look at the jobsite
ahead of time and isolate hazardous
operations from other work areas. 

Place dusty or chemical-intensive
activities downwind from other

activities. Move hazardous
operations far away, or just
schedule them during the off-shifts.

5) Set up sealed enclosures. 
For very hazardous agents such as
asbestos, lead, or mould, enclosures
may be required by law. For other
jobs such as renovation in occupied
buildings, you can prevent
contamination and reduce
abatement and clean-up costs by
sealing off work areas and
ventilation systems. (See photo of
an enclosure on the next page.)
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11 things you can do

6) Think about health when 
buying tools, equipment, and 
materials.

Safer, less toxic, and healthier
materials are available. You just
need to look for them, or ask your
supplier. Materials with non-toxic
ingredients reduce or eliminate the
need for expensive and complex
worker protection systems. 

Look for tools that can be
equipped with vacuum
attachments to remove dust, as
well as tools with low noise or
vibration ratings. 

7) Protect yourself from the sun, 
the heat, and the cold. 

In the summer, wear your hard
hat, UV-resistant safety glasses, a
shirt (not a tank top), long pants,
and sunscreen (SPF 30 or higher).
In the heat, drink a cup of water
every half hour, and take rest
breaks in the shade. 

In the cold, wear several layers of
clothing instead of one thick layer.
Wear gloves as well as a head

covering that can accommodate a
hard hat. If you get hot while
working, open your jacket but
keep your hat and gloves on. 

Build shelters to provide shade or
temporary refuge and protection
for workers on hot or cold days. 

8) Wash up and change. 
Wash up before you eat, drink,
smoke, and before you go home. 

Put hand or baby wipes in your
lunch or tool box and use them to
remove dust, dirt, and chemicals
from your hands—even if you have
been wearing gloves. 

Don’t forget to wipe your face and
change your clothes before you get
in the car to leave work. Doing so
helps protect your family and
others from your workplace
hazards. Wash your work clothes
separately from your other clothes.

9) Ensure good housekeeping.
A healthy jobsite is a clean jobsite
where chemicals and other
hazardous materials are controlled,
spills are prevented, and materials
are not wasted.

10) Wear personal protective 
equipment and clothing. 

Wear them when you can’t control
health hazards at their source or
when you can’t prevent hazards
from reaching people. Personal
protective equipment can include
respirators, hearing protection,
gloves, eye protection, and
protective clothing such as welding
jackets. 

11) Get more info from CSAO. 
CSAO’s Construction Health and
Safety Manual is a good place to
start. We also offer information on
particular topics such as asbestos or
synthetic vitreous fibres, and we
offer a variety of training programs.
You can download the Manual and
other info for free from
www.csao.org. You can also call 
1-800-781-2726 to order
information, ask a question,
register for training, or request our
consulting services.  
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Disease statistics: construction

Disease statistics: construction
Imagine the stories behind these numbers.

Disease Registered
2006

Allowed*
2006

Noise-induced hearing loss 577 278

Exposure to chemicals or
dust

682 35

Various physical symptoms 181 68

Respiratory diseases (e.g.,
asthma, chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease,
asbestosis, pleural plaques)

135 71

Hand-arm vibration
syndrome

117 70

Toxic effect of venom,
carbon monoxide, gases,
fumes, vapors, etc.

71 45

Dermatitis and other skin
or tissue disease

77 42

Heat exhaustion 43 35

Cancers 34 18

Infectious or parasitic
diseases

14 9

Circulatory diseases (heart
attack, stroke, etc.)

24 6

Allergy, unspecified 18 5

All other diseases 44 17

Total 2017 699

Disease
Number of

claims
(10 years)

Pleural mesothelioma (a
type of cancer caused by
asbestos)

155

Lung cancer 78

Asbestosis 10

Pulmonary fibrosis 8

Heart attack 5

Chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease
(COPD)

5

Peritoneal mesothelioma (a
type of cancer caused by
asbestos)

5

Silicosis 4

Esophageal cancer 4

Stomach cancer 4

Colon cancer 4

Lymphoid leukemia 3

Rectal cancer 2

Other 13

Total 300

*NOTE: The number of claims presented as “allowed” does not necessarily represent the number of
registered claims that will, in the future, be considered allowed for that time period (e.g., 2006). There can
be a time lag of more than a year between the filing of an occupational disease claim and its acceptance by
the Workplace Safety and Insurance Board (WSIB).

Non-fatal occupational
disease claims for Ontario

construction, 2006

Fatal occupational
disease claims for

Ontario construction,
1997 to 2006

Allowed* WSIB claims as of March 31, 2007.
Excludes 100% permanent disability pension claims.

Allowed* WSIB claims as of June 1, 2007.
Excludes 100% permanent disability pension claims.
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Noise

Who is most at risk for
noise-induced hearing loss?

Workers who use tools and
equipment such as

➤ power saws

➤ pneumatic impact tools 

➤ powder-actuated tools

➤ mechanical tampers

➤ heavy equipment 

➤ grinders

➤ compressed air guns

➤ abrasive blasting equipment

➤ drills 

➤ routers.

The following tradespeople:

➤ Labourers 

➤ Bricklayers

➤ Masons

➤ Ironworkers 

➤ Carpenters

➤ Electricians 

➤ Operating engineers 

➤ Sheet metal workers 

➤ Boilermakers

➤ Pipefitters

➤ Millwrights.

The problem with loud noise

➤ Loud noise can damage your
hearing forever. 

➤ The damage is usually gradual.
By the time you notice that you

Noise
By Dru Sahai, M.Sc.(A), ROH

have difficulty hearing, it’s too
late. 

➤ There is no cure for noise-
induced hearing loss. It is
permanent and irreversible. 

➤ Loud noise can also cause
permanent ringing in the ears
(tinnitus). 

How can I tell if I am
losing my hearing?

➤ You have difficulty following
conversation, especially on the
phone.

➤ You frequently ask people to
repeat what they’ve said.

➤ You confuse words.

➤ You frequently ask for the
television volume to be
turned up.

How to control noise

The employer should consider 

✓ renting or buying quieter
equipment

✓ blocking noise with barriers

✓ moving noisy equipment
away from workers.

Wear hearing protection such as
earplugs and earmuffs:

✓ There are many types
available. It’s important to
choose the right hearing
protection for the conditions
you face. With the employer’s
guidance, choose a type of

hearing protection you
like. You need to wear it all
the time that you are
around loud noise—and
we mean all the time.

✓ Make sure the hearing
protection fits properly.
There is a special
technique for inserting
earplugs (see above).
Follow the manufacturer’s
instructions about how to
wear the hearing
protection properly.

✓ Make sure the hearing
protection does not block
out too much sound.
Otherwise it can interfere
with safety communication
—such as alarms or
warning signals. 

For more information, see the
Personal Protective Equipment
chapter of the Construction
Health and Safety Manual,
available from CSAO or online
at www.csao.org.

Reach one hand
around back of head,
pull ear upwards to
straighten S-shaped
ear canal, then insert
plug with other hand
according to
manufacturer’s
instructions.

How to insert earplugs correctly
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RESPIRATOR BASICS

� Get a “fit test” by a qualified person who is
trained to do it.

� The tester should use a procedure that
complies with CSA standard Z94.4-02

� The test checks if the respirator fits your face
properly.

� Inspect your respirator for defects, cracking,
and areas that are wearing out.

� Don’t use the respirator if there’s a problem.
Tell your supervisor.

You must be clean shaven to wear the kind of
respirator that requires a tight seal with your
face. Any facial hair, even short stubble, can
seriously compromise the seal.

Adjust the facepiece and the straps so that the
respirator fits your face snugly. There must be a
good seal between the respirator and your face.

� There are many kinds of respirators available.
Choose the right one for the job.

� To see what kind of respirator you need, read
the Material Safety Data Sheet (MSDS) for the
controlled chemical or product to which you
will be exposed.

� If it doesn’t say, or if there’s no MSDS, refer to
the Respirator Chart in CSAO’s Construction
Health and Safety Manual (on www.csao.org)
or consult the manufacturer.

� Make sure your filters are all approved by
NIOSH, the US-based National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health.

� Always follow all of the manufacturer’s
instructions. Keep the instructions for future
reference.

1

4 5 6

2 3

RESPIRATOR BASICS

Construction Safety Association of Ontario
1-800-781-2726 www.csao.org

Store your respirator according to the
manufacturer’s instructions. Store it in a clean
area away from dust, chemicals, sunlight, heat,
extreme cold, excessive moisture, tools, and
equipment.

� removing the cartridges and filters
� immersing the facepiece in warm water with

a mild detergent
� cleaning it with soft brush or sponge
� rinsing it in warm water, then air drying.

FOR MORE
INFORMATION
AND DETAILS,
see the section on Respiratory
Protection in CSAO’s Construction
Health and Safety Manual.
You can download it for free at
www.csao.org, or call CSAO for
your copy: 1-800-781-2726.

FOR MORE
INFORMATION
AND DETAILS,

7

11

8 9

10

Do a “negative-pressure seal check”:

� Block the filter inlets with your hands.
� Inhale and hold for 5 seconds.
� The mask should collapse slightly, but it should

not allow air into the facepiece.
� If there’s a leak, try it again. If there’s still a leak,

don’t use the respirator. Tell your supervisor.

Do a “positive-pressure seal check” (only after
you’ve done the negative-pressure seal check):

� Block the exhaust port with your hand.
� Exhale for 5-10 seconds.
� The mask should expand outward slightly, but it

should not allow air to escape.
� If there’s a leak, try it again. If there’s still a leak,

don’t use the respirator. Tell your supervisor.
� If there is no leak, you can start work.

If you’re using a dust mask:

� Pinch the metal nose clip so that it forms a tight
seal to your nose.

� Adjust the respirator until you feel that there’s a
good fit.

� Get a fit test (see #3, above) and if there is a leak,
don’t use the respirator. Tell your supervisor.

� If there is no leak, you can start work.

When you’ve finished your work, follow the
manufacturer’s instructions for cleaning the
respirator facepiece. This usually means:
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Asbestos is the #1 cause of
occupation-related death for
people who have worked in
Ontario construction. 

If you work in the building trades,
then you have probably been
exposed to asbestos. Exposure can
cause a number of deadly diseases.
They can take a long time to
develop—up to 40 years. 

For example, electricians,
insulators, carpenters, pipefitters,
and drywallers who disturbed
asbestos-containing material
during their normal, everyday
work are today suffering from
asbestos-related diseases such as

➤ lung cancer 

➤ mesothelioma (cancer of the
lining of the chest and/or
abdomen) 

➤ asbestosis (scarring of the
lungs).

Asbestos
By Dru Sahai, M.Sc.(A), ROH

If you develop an asbestos-related
disease you may die from it. There
are no reliable cures for these
diseases. Protect yourself.

How do I know if a
material contains
asbestos?

The building owner must produce
a report stating whether any
material that you are likely to
contact contains asbestos. 

The report must show the location
of the asbestos-containing material.
The owner must provide the report
to all contractors bidding on the
job.

In most cases, you cannot see
whether a material contains
asbestos from its appearance. But,
if you are working in an older
building you should suspect that
there is asbestos in  

➤ sprayed-on fireproofing

➤ pipe and boiler insulation

➤ loose fill insulation

➤ cement products

➤ vermiculite insulation

➤ vinyl tiles

➤ mastic

➤ roofing felts

➤ acoustical plaster 

➤ drywall compound

➤ ceiling tiles

➤ gaskets.

As well, asbestos is still used today
in some products such as cement
pipe. Asbestos products are not
banned in Ontario.

What should I do if I
discover suspicious
material while I’m
working?

✓ Stop work immediately.

✓ Inform your supervisor. 

✓ Avoid exposure to all dust. 

✓ Keep everyone out of the area.

The constructor must now inform

✓ the Ministry of Labour 
(416-314-5421, or 
1-800-991-7454)

✓ the owner, all contractors, and
the joint health and safety
committee (JHSC).

No work is allowed unless

✓ the material is tested for
asbestos and the results show
less than 0.1% asbestos, or

✓ the work proceeds as if the
material contains asbestos
(using all the controls and
protection required). 

More information about
controlling asbestos exposure is
contained in CSAO’s manual
Asbestos: Controls for Construction,
Renovation, and Demolition
(DS037), available free on
www.csao.org. Check out the web
site to learn about CSAO’s
training programs about asbestos.
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Dust and silica

Dust and silica
By Lawrence A. Kurtz, MSM, DOHS, ROH 

Dust on construction sites can
contain wood dust, fibres, soil,
concrete, and silica. On some
sites, it can even contain asbestos.  

What can dust do to me?

Dust can cause bronchitis and
asthma. Silica (see more
information below) can cause
silicosis and lung cancer.

It takes a long-time for the
diseases to show up, and there is
no cure for some of them.

Workers affected by silicosis (or
lung dust disease) can have a
higher risk of heart disease,

What is silica?

Crystalline silica is a component
of rock and sand. That means
silica is contained in such things as  

➤ concrete dust

➤ road dust 

➤ demolition dust

➤ marble and stone

➤ drywall taping compound 

➤ grout

➤ mortar

➤ refractory ceramic fibres.

If we breathe the small particles of
airborne silica dust into our lungs,
they can cause lung damage called
silicosis or lung cancer. 

Silica dust may also contain
limestone, which can irritate and
dry out the skin.

What activities make 
silica dust?

Hazardous activities include 

➤ stone cutting  

➤ grinding

➤ chipping 

➤ sanding 

➤ polishing 

➤ dry mixing

➤ abrasive blasting 

➤ sweeping.  

Who is most at risk for
silica-related disease?

➤ Road workers

➤ Concrete workers

➤ Restoration workers

➤ Demolition workers

➤ Terrazzo workers

➤ Bricklayers

➤ Drywall tapers

➤ Insulators

➤ Apprentices.

How can I control silica?

✓ Follow the Ministry of
Labour’s guideline Silica on
Construction Projects.
Download it from

www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/
hs/guidelines/silica/index.htm

✓ Train workers to recognize and
control silica hazards.

✓ Substitute silica-free products
for silica-containing products. 

✓ Use local ventilation to
contain dust.

✓ Use water to suppress dust.

✓ Use work practices, such as
“wet sweeping” instead of dry
sweeping, to minimize dust
production.   

✓ Take the wind into
consideration when
positioning workers. You don’t
want the wind blowing dust
from one activity towards
other workers. 

✓ Wear appropriate respiratory
protection.

✓ Wear appropriate clothing and
wash your face and hands
before eating, drinking,
smoking, and going home.
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Asthma

Who is most at risk?

Workers who 

➤ cut hard wood

➤ install foam insulation

➤ use epoxy resins or glues

➤ solder

➤ work with chemicals that may
cause respiratory sensitization
—refer to material safety data
sheet (MSDS). See point 2,
below.

The main trades at risk are:

➤ Carpenters

➤ Electricians

➤ Plumbers

➤ Insulation workers

➤ Floor Finishers

➤ Concrete finishers

➤ Labourers.

How can I get asthma?

1) You breathe in a respiratory
sensitizer.

Asthma
By Dru Sahai, M.Sc.(A), ROH

2) At first, nothing will happen.
But over time your body can
begin reacting to the chemical.
This development is called
“sensitization.” 

3) You can develop symptoms
similar to those of a cold or
mild hay fever.

4) Over time (several months or
even years) you can become
sensitized to the point where
even the tiniest trace of the
substance will cause you to
have severe asthmatic
symptoms. These attacks can
result in permanent damage to
your lungs, or death.

Symptoms

Symptoms of asthma include

➤ wheezing

➤ chest tightness 

➤ shortness of breath 

➤ difficulty breathing

➤ coughing.

Sensitized workers can experience
symptoms either as soon as they are
exposed to the sensitizer or several
hours later—such as during the
night. 

Even though it was caused by an
occupational sensitizer (such as a
chemical), asthma symptoms can
be triggered by other factors, such
as smoke, mould, irritant dust, or
even cold weather. 

Even if exposure to the sensitizer
has stopped, asthma attacks will

often continue for years after.

Tell your doctor if you work with
respiratory sensitizers. Visit your
doctor if you suspect you have
symptoms related to occupational
asthma. 

Respiratory sensitizers

Read the material safety data sheets
(MSDSs) for the substances you
work with. An MSDS will tell you
if a chemical is a respiratory
sensitizer.

Examples of respiratory sensitizers
include

➤ dusts from certain woods, such
as western red cedar

➤ isocyanates

➤ mould

➤ latex

➤ polyurethane products.

Controls

The best way to prevent
occupational asthma is to replace
the sensitizer with a less harmful
substance. If this is not possible,
then 

✓ isolate the work where the
sensitizer is being used, or 

✓ totally enclose the process.

If these controls are not feasible
then set up local exhaust
ventilation and, as a last resort, use
appropriate respiratory protective
equipment.
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Welding fume

What is welding fume?

The heat from welding vapourizes

producing airborne vapour. The
vapour cools in the air, resulting in
particles of metal and other
material suspended in the air. This
cloud of airborne particles is called
welding fume.

Who is most at risk?

Welding fumes are produced
during all welding activities
including:

� air gouging

� brazing

� tungsten inert gas (TIG)
welding

� shielding metal arc welding
(SMAW)

� flux core arc welding (FCAW)

� gas metal arc welding
(GMAW).

Fumes may also be produced
during spot welding or grinding
activities.

Workers directly exposed to
welding fumes include:

� Welders

� Plumbers

� Steamfitters

� Sprinkler fitters

� Millwrights

� Boilermakers

Welding fume
By Lawrence A. Kurtz, MSM, DOHS, ROH

� Sheet metal workers

� Ironworkers

� Elevator workers

� Labourers

� Demolition workers.

Other workers such as electricians,
insulators, and interior finishers
may work in close proximity to
welding activities and can be
affected by welding fumes as well.

How can welding fumes
hurt me?

Welding fumes are easily inhaled
and they can affect the nose, throat,
and lungs.

Welding fumes can contain

� nickel and chromium (cancer-
causing metals)

� manganese (can cause
Parkinson’s disease)

� cadmium (causes kidney
disease and may cause cancer)

� shielding gases, such as
nitrogen, carbon dioxide, and
helium (asphyxiants)

� carbon monoxide (a chemical
asphyxiate—it replaces oxygen
in the blood and can prevent
you from getting enough
oxygen to your brain and vital
organs)

� fluorides and acids in the fluxes
(can irritate the lungs, sinuses,
skin, and eyes).

Controls

� Use alternative processes that
produce less fume and dust.

� Select less hazardous welding
rods. Read the material safety
data sheets (MSDSs) for the
rods to evaluate the hazards.

� Weld outdoors and downwind
from other workers.

� Use a fume extractor when
working indoors.

� Remove grease and all coatings
from the welding surface
before welding. This is
particularly important when
working with lead-painted
material.

� Position yourself so that your
head is out of the fume.

� Keep the work area clean and
free of combustible materials.

� Educate workers on the health
effects of welding and how to
protect themselves.

� Use appropriate respiratory
protection if other controls are
ineffective.
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Lead
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Who is most at risk?

➤ Painters

➤ Masons

➤ Home renovators

➤ Roofers

➤ Sheet metal workers

➤ Window installers

➤ Boilermakers

➤ Millwrights

➤ Steamfitters 

➤ Plumbers

➤ Labourers

➤ Demolition workers.

What products can
contain lead?

➤ solder

➤ coatings 

➤ gaskets

Lead
By Lawrence A. Kurtz, MSM, DOHS, ROH 

➤ pipes

➤ sheeting

➤ mortar 

➤ old house paint.

How lead hurts you or your
family

Lead can hurt you if it gets inside
your body. This can happen if you 

➤ breathe in lead-contaminated
dust or fumes

➤ get lead-based paint or lead-
containing dirt in your mouth.
This can happen if you eat or
smoke with dirty hands—such
as when you don’t clean up
properly after work. 

Acute (short-term) exposure can
cause gastrointestinal pain, kidney
damage, and brain damage.
Chronic (long-term) exposure can
affect the blood, central nervous
system, blood pressure, kidneys,
reproductive organs, and vitamin
D metabolism. 

Children who are exposed from
your lead-contaminated clothing or
lead-based house paint can have
problems with growth and brain
development.

Controls

The Ministry of Labour created a
guideline called Lead on
Construction Projects to help
employers assess and control lead

hazards in construction. You can
read it at www.labour.gov.on.ca/
english/hs/guidelines/lead/index.html

You can assess lead hazards by
performing air sampling. Air
sampling should be performed by
an occupational hygienist.
“Environmental consultants”
usually offer this service. You can
find them listed in your yellow
pages, or look under “asbestos
abatement.” 

Controlling lead may include

✓ substitution and elimination 

✓ engineering controls (such as
ventilation and air filtration)

✓ administrative controls (such
as work scheduling,
enclosures, showers and
washing stations, locker
rooms, warning signs)

✓ medical surveillance of
workers who may be exposed 

✓ personal protective clothing
and equipment (such as
respirators, in accordance with
the guideline Lead on
Construction Projects). 

Workers exposed to lead must be
trained in appropriate work
procedures, including how to use
respiratory protective equipment.
They must be instructed not to
smoke, eat, or drink in areas where
lead may be a hazard. They must
also be trained on how to
decontaminate themselves
properly.
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Dermatitis

Skin problems
By Dru Sahai, M.Sc.(A), ROH

Is your skin red, dry, or cracked?
Do you have alligator skin?

You may have occupational
dermatitis, which simply means a
skin problem you get from your
work. You get occupational
dermatitis after you contact
substances that rob your skin of
moisture. Examples of such
substances are

➤ wet cement

➤ solvents

➤ industrial cleaners.

Occupational dermatitis

Occupational dermatitis can take
two forms: 

➤ allergic reaction

➤ irritant reaction. 

An allergic reaction results when
your body reacts to a
substance—even to a tiny amount
of the substance. You end up
suffering from the reaction.

Symptoms include

➤ red skin

➤ dry, scaly patches

➤ blisters that ooze

➤ burning or itching

➤ darkened or cracked skin

➤ hives. 

The most common causes of
allergic reactions are 

➤ Portland cement

➤ epoxy resins

➤ asphalt

➤ isocyanates

➤ certain hard woods such as
mahogany, Douglas fir, and
western red cedar. 

An irritant reaction is caused by
materials that dry out the skin,
such as

➤ industrial cleaners

➤ solvents

➤ cutting oils

➤ wood dust

➤ mineral wool dust

➤ drywall dust

➤ wet concrete or acids (which
can cause immediate skin
damage by burning the skin). 

Symptoms include

➤ mild swelling of skin

➤ stiff, tight feeling in skin

➤ dry, cracking, or bleeding skin

➤ blisters

➤ itching in the area where
contact was made.

Prevent skin problems

✓ Read the material safety data
sheets (MSDSs) and WHMIS
labels for the substances you’re
using. Phrases such as “may
cause skin sensitization” or
“skin irritant” indicate that the
substance can cause dermatitis. 

✓ If a chemical can cause
dermatitis, see if there is a safer
alternative.

✓ To reduce skin contact with an
irritant, change the way a
process is done. For example,
automated mixing of epoxies
instead of hand mixing reduces
the chance of skin contact. 

✓ Use protective clothing such as
gloves and coveralls to prevent
skin contact. The chemical’s
MSDS should say whether you
need protective clothing, and if
you do, the type you need.
Otherwise, contact the
manufacturer. 

✓ Remove contaminated clothing
quickly. Wash skin that has
contacted irritants immediately,
using soap and water.

✓ The employer should provide
adequate hygiene facilities on
site so that workers can wash
contaminated skin. 

✓ Use a moisturizer after washing.

✓ If you notice any changes in
your skin or if you feel sick,
especially after using a
chemical, see your doctor.
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CSAO offers a range of training programs
and information on particular topics in
occupational health, including asbestos
and confined spaces. We also produce
posters and stickers. Check everything
out on our web site—you can download
many publications for free—or call us for
more information. 




