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Respiratory Protection

Certain industrial work environments threaten respiratory
health; people who work in construction, manufacturing,
agriculture, and other industries will be inevitably exposed
to respiratory hazards on the job. By performing tasks
where irritating dust, chemical fumes, and other airborne
contaminants are present in harmful concentrations, or
where the percentage of oxygen is insufficient, these
workers must be mindful of the air they are breathing.

That is why the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA) requires employers to take the
necessary precautions to control for respiratory hazards at
worksites. The major rule is that if an employer cannot
eliminate respiratory hazards, the employer must provide
employees with respirators to protect their health. So,
from job to job, there’s much to discuss about personal
protective equipment and systems for safeguarding
respiratory help.

The purpose of OSHA’s respiratory protection standards is
to try to prevent tragic workplace accidents and latent
illnesses caused by exposure to respiratory hazards that
workers may encounter on the job. The category of
airborne contaminants is vast, and there are numerous
safety considerations. If you work in an environment that
poses some respiratory risks, you’re likely aware of steps
for minimizing your risk of exposure, and familiar with
some respiratory devices. But because of unpredictability
there is a lot to learn about protection from airborne
contaminants, and it is important to know in what forms
these hazards exist, where you're likely to find them, and
how they physically behave. If you understand the
properties of airborne contaminants, you can better apply
appropriate measures to control them, avoid exposure, and
treat symptomes.

Generally, and depending on myriad factors, the effect on
the body from inhaling a contaminant may be immediate
or may not show up for many years, and symptoms can
range from mild and temporary to severe, with permanent
injury or even death.
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Chronic exposure to respiratory hazards may create an
illness that develops over many months or years. This type
of respiratory injury usually results from repeated exposure
to low concentrations of a contaminant without the use of
a respirator. In other cases of illness, the effect of a
respiratory hazard may be acute, meaning the effect occurs
immediately or very soon after exposure to a high
concentration of a contaminant.

How does OSHA classify and regulate for airborne
contaminates? OSHA defines an atmosphere that poses an
extreme threat to workers as an atmosphere “immediately
dangerous to life and health” (IDLH). An atmosphere is
labeled IDLH when exposure to it would pose an immediate
threat to life, would cause irreversible adverse health
effects, or would interfere with an individual's ability to
escape from the dangerous atmosphere.

The normal air we breathe has an oxygen concentration of
20.9%. An atmosphere is IDLH if the oxygen concentration
is below 14%. However, even if atmospheric oxygen
concentration is normal, the atmosphere may still be IDLH
if the concentration of a toxic substance exceeds the IDLH
exposure limit for that substance.

OSHA requires any employer whose workers wear
respirators on the job to have a written respiratory
protection program. The standard program must cover
respirator selection, worksite-specific usage procedures, fit
testing, training, cleaning and maintenance, and medical
screenings. Employers must also evaluate the effectiveness
of the company’s respiratory protection program regularly
and must modify the program based on the evaluation
results.
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