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OSHA’s silica dust rule for general industry  
has officially entered the enforcement stage

This ebook contains the most popular articles about the standard 

from our blog. You’ll find information to help you better 

understand the rule, expert tips on compliance, and a guide to 

the equipment you need to keep your workers safe. 

INTRODUCTION



OSHA’S SILICA 
REGULATION
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Enforcement for OSHA’s new silica dust rule for general industry 

and maritime began on June 23, 2018. Here’s a brief overview of 

the standard.

What industries are affected?
Workers in a variety of industries are potentially exposed to silica 

dust. Here’s the list of industries OSHA has identified:

• Asphalt paving products

• Asphalt roofing materials

• Hydraulic fracturing

• Industries with captive foundries

• Concrete products

• Cut stone

• Dental equipment and supplies

• Dental laboratories

• Flat glass

• Iron foundries

• Jewelry

• Mineral processing

• Mineral wool

• Nonferrous sand casting foundries

• Non-sand casting foundries

• Other ferrous sand casting foundries

• Other glass products

• Paint and coatings

• Porcelain enameling

• Pottery

• Railroads

• Ready-mix concrete

• Refractories

• Refractory repair

• Shipyards

• Structural clay

What is the new exposure limit?
The new permissible exposure limit (PEL) for respirable crystalline 

silica is 50 μg/m3, averaged over an 8-hour day. The action 

level, over which activities like exposure monitoring and medical 

surveillance are required, is 25 μg/m3, averaged over an 8-hour 

A QUICK OVERVIEW OF 
OSHA’S SILICA DUST RULE 
FOR GENERAL INDUSTRY
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day.

What can employers do to keep worker 
exposure below the PEL?
Employers are required to limit access to areas where workers 

could be exposed and to use engineering controls (e.g., dust  

controls) and work practices to limit exposure where feasible. 

When these solutions aren’t sufficient to keep exposure below  

the PEL, employers must provide respirators.

The standard also specifies the housekeeping practices that 

employers should use. The preferred methods are wet sweeping, 

HEPA-filtered vacuuming, and other methods that minimize the 

likelihood of exposure. Dry sweeping and dry brushing are only 

allowed if the preferred methods aren’t feasible.

What else does the standard require?
In addition to limiting exposure to silica dust, the new standard 

has four other major requirements:

• Written exposure control plan – This plan must identify 

tasks that involve exposure and methods used to protect 

workers .

• Medical exams – These must be offered every three years to 

workers exposed at or above the action level for 30 or more 

days per year .

• Training – Workers must be made aware of the health 

effects of silica exposure, workplace tasks that can expose 

them to silica, and ways to limit exposure.

• Recordkeeping – Employers must keep records of workers’ 

silica exposure and medical exams .

When do employers need to comply with the 
new rule?

For more information, explore the OSHA Fact Sheet or read the 

full standard.

Examples of dust controls

• Wet methods – applying water at  
the point where silica dust is made

• Local exhaust ventilation  
– removing silica dust at or near  
the point where it is made

• Enclosures – isolating the work 
process or the worker

General Industry and Maritime

Comply with all obligations of the standard, except the action level trigger for medical 
surveillance 

June 23, 2018

Offer medical examinations to employees exposed above the PEL for 30 or more days a year June 23, 2018

Offer medical examinations to employees exposed at or above the action level  
for 30 or more days a year

June 23, 2020

Hydraulic Fracturing

Comply with the engineering controls of the standard June 23, 2021

https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3682.pdf
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=1282


Silica Dust Compliance for General Industry  |  7Back to home

OSHA’s new silica dust rule sets very strict standards for exposure 

– a limit of 50 micrograms of respirable crystalline silica per  

cubic meter of air, averaged over an eight-hour day. For reference,  

50 micrograms have roughly the same mass as a fly’s wing.  

(If you’re into stats like that, here’s another one: a human eyelash 

weighs about 75 micrograms.)

The bottom line is that 50 micrograms is not very much. To keep 

your workers’ exposure below this level, you’ll need to implement 

both proper engineering controls and housekeeping practices. 

This article reviews the controls and practices that will help you 

meet compliance standards for silica dust.

Substitutes
The best way to prevent health problems related to silica dust is 

to avoid silica altogether. Many silica substitutes are available and 

appropriate for many applications.

Here are a few of them:

• Aluminum oxide

• Shot

• Glass beads

• Garnet

• Emery

• Urea plastic

The OSHA website provides an extensive list of silica substitutes, 

along with their recommended applications, advantages and  

limitations, and price.

Ventilation
You can stop silica dust dispersion before it starts using local 

exhaust ventilation (LEV). A LEV is essentially a proper vacuum 

cleaner hooked up to a piece of equipment with a dust shroud. 

This setup removes the dust at or close to its point of origin so 

that it doesn’t get the chance to enter workers’ breathable air 

space.

LEV systems work particularly well for construction applications 

with concrete grinders, cut-off saws, and tuck-pointing. They can 

reduce respirable crystalline silica dust exposure by 5 to 20 times.

Learn more about LEV systems 29 CFR 1926.57: Ventilation.

Dust containment systems
There are several types of dust containment systems. The 

right one for you depends on the design of your facility, your 

applications, and your assessed risk, among other factors.

For example, in a large facility where hazardous dust is everywhere, 

you might consider installing a building-wide dust collection 

system to continuously remove and filter the contaminated air. If 

you just have a few machines generate dust, install a dust shroud 

hooked to a portable dust collector directly on the equipment.

Your hazard and risk assessment will help you identify the specific 

control points where you should concentrate your efforts.

ENGINEERING CONTROLS AND 
HOUSEKEEPING PRACTICES TO 
REDUCE SILICA DUST LEVELS

LEV System

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n90whRO-ypE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n90whRO-ypE
https://www.osha.gov/dsg/etools/silica/protect_against/stopsandblasters/stopsandblasters.html
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=10631
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Wet methods
Dry drilling and cutting may be common practices in construction 

and other industries. But they aren’t the only game in town. In 

some cases, wet methods work just as well.

Wet methods involve spraying water (or another liquid agent) on 

an area before performing a task that generates dust, like drilling 

or cutting. Obviously, wet work isn’t always possible. For example, 

you probably want to avoid water if you’re working near electrical 

equipment.

OSHA provides several industry-specific fact sheets that address 

wet and dry work methods. Visit the silica page on the OSHA 

website for more information and resources. 

Housekeeping
Silica dust can be stubborn. Even if you use proper ventilation, 

install dust collectors, and employ wet methods when possible, 

you’ll likely still have dust particles hanging around, just waiting  

to go airborne at the slightest draft or brush of a broom.

To keep these dust particles firmly under control, you need 

a housekeeping program. Under the new standard, the only 

approved housekeeping methods are wet methods (i.e., using 

water to keep dust down) and vacuuming using equipment that 

meets strict filter requirements.

For more information on housekeeping and the filtration 

requirements for vacuums and other dust collection equipment, 

read OSHA’s Silica Dust Rule: How Vacuum Filtration Helps You 

Protect Your Workers and Stay Compliant.

Personal protective equipment
Personal protective equipment, such as respirators, are an  

important part of a dust safety program. However, they should  

be considered something of a last resort.

OSHA has determined that respirators are not as protective, or as 

practical, as engineering controls. For respirators to work properly, 

they must be selected for each worker, individually fitted and  

periodically refitted, and regularly maintained, which includes 

replacing filters and other parts as necessary. If these procedures 

aren’t followed, workers will continue to be exposed to silica dust.

Because of the respirators’ limitations, the new rule specifies  

that respiratory protection should only be used in cases where 

engineering controls fail to adequately eliminate or control dust.

For more information, see 29 CFR 1910.134:  

Respiratory Protection.

Written control plans
Finally, everything needs to be documented. The new rule requires 

employers to have a written exposure control plan that describes 

the following:

• The tasks that could expose workers to silica dust

• The engineering controls, work practices, and respiratory 

protection used to limit exposure for each task

• The housekeeping measures and restricted work area  

procedures used to limit exposure

Using compressed air, dry brushing, or 
dry sweeping is prohibited unless wet 
methods and vacuuming aren’t feasible

https://www.osha.gov/dsg/topics/silicacrystalline/
https://www.osha.gov/dsg/topics/silicacrystalline/
OSHA’s Silica Dust Rule: How Vacuum Filtration Helps You Protect Your Workers and Stay Compliant
OSHA’s Silica Dust Rule: How Vacuum Filtration Helps You Protect Your Workers and Stay Compliant
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=standards&p_id=12716
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=standards&p_id=12716


COMPLIANCE TIPS



Silica Dust Compliance for General Industry  |  10Back to home

On June 23, 2018, the enforcement period for OSHA’s new silica 

rule for general industry and maritime began. Like the construction 

final rule, which came into enforcement last September, the  

general industry standard significantly cuts the permissible  

exposure limit (PEL) for workers, as well as establishes requirements 

for methods to limit and monitor exposure.

To learn more about what inspectors 

will be looking for and how companies 

can comply, we spoke with Abby Ferri, 

President of The Ferri Group. Ferri has 

been advising manufacturers and other 

employers in various industries about 

safety and health for more than 15 

years. Last fall, she served as a subject 

matter expert for our widely-read 

article about the silica dust rule for the 

construction industry.

How is industry reacting to the new rule? Are 
employers ready for enforcement to begin?
“Employers need to get real with themselves that this is  

happening,” Ferri says. “Maybe 20% of employers impacted by 

this hazard have taken steps or have a full program in place. I’ve 

been surprised to learn that some employers I think are pretty 

proactive don’t even have a program.”

Ferri attributes the lack of readiness to a couple of factors. First, 

she notes that with the current administration, the regulatory 

atmosphere has changed. “Many people thought that when 

Trump was elected, we’d say goodbye to OSHA, so people have 

kept their heads down.”

But employers counting on a laxer regulatory environment may be 

disappointed – 2017 saw an uptick in OSHA inspections, the first 

increase in five years.

Especially with silica, for which the health problems have been 

known for a long time, Ferri believes the new rules are here to stay. 

She points to “Stop Silicosis,” a mining safety video produced 

in 1938 by the U.S. Department of Labor under the leadership 

of Frances Perkins. “The research on silica is out there. You can’t 

take it back,” Ferri says.

One thing that has happened on the regulatory side is a lack 

of certain actions we’d normally see prior to the beginning 

of an enforcement period, such as OSHA issuing letters of 

interpretation, which clarify exactly how the standards apply 

to specific workplace situations. “I don’t think there are any 

letters of interpretation for the silica standard yet,” Ferri says. 

“Companies have probably written in requests, but the letters 

haven’t happened.” These will likely start appearing once the 

enforcement period begins.

Another factor that Ferri sees as delaying companies’ compliance 

journey is that we haven’t yet seen many citations under the 

construction standard. This is because the standard came into 

enforcement in September, when construction season across most 

of the country was winding down. “We don’t have the history 

yet,” Ferri explains. “But we’re heading into a season where a lot 

of questions might be answered in the form of companies getting 

citations, which is how case law gets established.”

What will OSHA inspectors be looking for?
The main thing OSHA will be looking for, Ferri says, is a dust 

cloud. “That’s the first indication that they should probe. Based 

on what they see, they’ll talk to the employer or competent 

person about silica exposure and will ask for a written exposure 

control program. If the employer has exposure, but doesn’t have 

a program, there will be a problem and the inspector will have an 

industrial hygienist come in and do some sampling.”

Unlike what happened with the construction standard, which saw 

a 90-day enforcement delay followed by a 30-day “good faith 

effort” period, Ferri doesn’t believe there will be any relaxing of 

enforcement for general industry. 

SAFETY CONSULTANT ABBY 
FERRI ON HOW TO COMPLY 
WITH OSHA’S SILICA RULE 
FOR GENERAL INDUSTRY

https://theferrigroup.co/about/
https://news.nilfiskcfm.com/2017/09/enforcement-begun-oshas-silica-dust-rule-compliant/
https://news.nilfiskcfm.com/2017/09/enforcement-begun-oshas-silica-dust-rule-compliant/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GtYErK9KjQ8
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How can employers ensure they’re not among 
those receiving citations for non-compliance?
“If your workers are exposed to silica, you need to establish a 

written exposure control program and you should be having 

discussions with your tool and equipment suppliers to make sure 

that equipment is in compliance,” she says. “I’ve had employers  

bring me in for training when what they really need to do is 

understand their operations and where the exposures are.”

She also notes that infeasibility arguments aren’t likely to work 

when inspectors show up. “Very rarely will you have a true  

infeasibility argument. OSHA has been studying silica for a long 

time – it isn’t a new hazard, it’s just that employers have been 

getting away with it.”

Ferri offers several suggestions for employers to get up to speed 

with their compliance.

Applying construction’s Table 1 to  
general industry
Table 1 is a key aspect of the silica dust standard for construction. 

It provides a list of construction tasks paired with engineering  

and work practice controls to control exposure during those tasks. 

As long as a company follows Table 1, they don’t have to do  

additional exposure assessments – they’re automatically  

considered in compliance.

Ferri notes that Table 1 provides both a challenge and an  

opportunity for general industry employers.

The challenge
Since Table 1 is part of the construction standard, general industry 

companies don’t think they must follow it. But in some cases, 

that’s exactly what they must do.

Even for general industry, the construction standard applies when 

“the task performed is indistinguishable from a construction task 

listed on Table 1” and “the task will not be performed regularly 

in the same environment and conditions.” In these cases, which 

are common for tasks like grinding and jackhammering, general 

industry employers must follow Table 1.

The opportunity
Even though Table 1 is part of the construction standard, there’s 

nothing stopping a general industry employer from following it, 

even if they don’t have to. In fact, Ferri encourages employers to 

evaluate their tasks to understand if they truly are indistinguishable 

from construction tasks. Unless the tasks are being done in a fixed 

environment, they likely are indistinguishable, which means Table 

1 should be followed.

Even if the tasks are done in just one location, Ferri recommends 

looking to Table 1. “If I were a general industry employer with 

tasks that match Table 1 and employees who do the same tasks 

in the same environment all of the time, I’d follow Table 1,” 

she says. “It’s straight from OSHA. In fact, it’s more conservative 

because it applies the engineering and work practice controls 

for multiple locations to tasks that people are doing in just one 

location.”

The standard has been 

published for more than a year. 

The time for good faith efforts 

has passed, ” Ferri says. 

“Silica is the new asbestos.”

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=1270
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Training workers on the hazards of  
silica exposure
Ferri sees significant room for improvement in worker training. 

“You need to make sure your workers are aware of their exposure 

and of what silica actually does to a person. This is eye-opening – 

it’s like hazcom on steroids.”

She notes that when she talks with companies, she often 

encounters resistance to implementing engineering controls, but 

when she starts to talk about medical monitoring and the health 

risks that come along with exposure – not overexposure, just 

regular exposure – “that’s when people get dead silent.”

“People say, ‘I wish I knew this 20 years ago,’” Ferri says. “They 

feel like sitting ducks waiting for silicosis, COPD, asthma, etc. 

Enthusiasm for compliance will come from the field level. If an 

employer hasn’t put something in place, their workers will start 

asking questions because they’ve heard about silica from their 

friends at other companies. Employers need to have a program  

in place so they have answers to these questions.”

Restricting access to work areas
The standard requires employers to establish and limit access to 

regulated areas, which are areas where exposure is likely to be 

above the PEL.

Ferri says that she’s heard concerns about the general public  

being exposed as well, for example, a company might be kicking 

up dust in areas where there are kids outside. “People know 

about silica, and they recognize that if it’s harmful for workers,  

it’s harmful for the general public.”

While OSHA doesn’t regulate general public exposure, some  

jurisdictions have air quality or pollution control agencies that  

do. Even if your jurisdiction doesn’t have these regulations, Ferri 

recommends doing what you can to restrict access so as to  

minimize public exposure to your silica dust-generating tasks.
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The housekeeping section of the standard is only one paragraph, 

but it’s an important one:

• The employer shall not allow dry sweeping or dry brushing 

where such activity could contribute to employee  

exposure to respirable crystalline silica unless wet sweeping, 

HEPA-filtered vacuuming or other methods that  

minimize the likelihood of exposure are not feasible .

• The employer shall not allow compressed air to be used to 

clean clothing or surfaces where such activity could  

contribute to employee exposure to respirable crystalline 

silica unless:

• The compressed air is used in conjunction with a ventilation 

system that effectively captures the dust cloud  

created by the compressed air; or

• No alternative method is feasible .

We asked Ferri to clarify a few of the points we’ve heard are  

causing some confusion among employers.

From your understanding, does “dry sweeping” refer to 

operator-driven, powered sweepers or manual brooms/

brushes or both?

AF: “When I look at the standard, I equate dry sweeping with 

using a handheld broom, not a power sweeper. That said, you’d 

still have to look at your activities to determine what could cause 

respirable silica exposure. Could power sweeping cause silica 

exposure? The answer is yes. For specific questions about their 

applications, employers should contact their local OSHA office for 

clarification.”

In your opinion, are HEPA filters necessary to meet the  

PEL requirements?

AF: “HEPA filtration should be a best practice. The housekeeping 

section specifies HEPA-filtered vacuums. A Shop-Vac isn’t going 

to cut it.”

Some of the companies that contributed during the  

review process were concerned with HEPA filters clogging 

too quickly. Why does this happen and what can users do  

about it?

AF: “The most important thing for users to do is follow the  

manufacturers’ instructions for HEPA-filtered dust collectors and 

vacuums. Manufacturers have different time frames for filter 

cleaning, maintenance, etc.

This type of equipment gets abused on a worksite. Often, the 

HEPA filters are doing their job, but, just like with a respirator, 

workers don’t realize that they need to change the filter halfway 

through their shift, and then it becomes a maintenance concern. 

To keep the equipment working properly, employees need to 

maintain it properly.”

What are some of the most effective techniques you’ve 

seen for controlling dust?

AF: “Do not wait until the last minute to do cleanup! Stay ahead 

of it by making sure that your workers are trained to properly 

implement the controls and that your equipment is ready to go 

when you need it. For example, if you’re using wet methods to 

spray before sweeping, sweep right away so that the material 

doesn’t harden, requiring you to disturb it again, which creates 

more dust. If using a power sweeper, wet the area first so you 

don’t kick up dust when you drive through.

Also, I’ve heard from my local [Minnesota] OSHA office that using 

a sweeping compound is an acceptable work practice control. If 

you use a sweeping compound, then it won’t be considered dry 

sweeping.”

CLEARING UP MISCONCEPTIONS 
ABOUT HOUSEKEEPING 
REQUIREMENTS

https://www.osha.gov/html/RAmap.html
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What do you see as the biggest challenges for industry in 

complying with the standard?

Ferri notes that the biggest challenge is ensuring their tools 

and equipment are compliant – not because it’s hard to do, but 

because many employers simply haven’t yet taken the necessary 

steps. “I’ve talked to employers about dust collectors, and they’ll 

say, ‘We’ve got it covered.” But then I’ll ask them directly, ‘How 

many tools are equipped with dust collectors?’ And the answer 

will be two out of 50.”

Part of the reason they still have a long way to go, Ferri says, 

is the difficulty of attaching dust collectors and water hoses to 

equipment. This is particularly an issue with tools that are used 

overhead. If you add a dust collector, you’re adding weight, which 

creates an ergonomic problem. If you add water, you create a 

potential slip, trip, and fall problem, not to mention water getting 

on your work clothes.

Other challenges arise for tasks where wet methods or HEPA  

vacuuming isn’t sufficient. For example, finishing concrete requires 

using abrasives that disturb the surface, which inevitably produces 

a cloud of dust. Similarly, road construction tasks like crack-sealing 

use compressed air to blow material out of cracks on the roadway 

before patching them up again. “How else are you going to do 

that? Compressed air gets everything. These workers aren’t going 

to haul around a vacuum, which wouldn’t be as effective anyway,” 

Ferri notes.

The answers for how best to solve some of these challenges 

might not be clear until enforcement begins or OSHA issues  

letters of interpretation. Ferri also recommends reading your 

safety data sheets – many of them provide information relevant 

to silica.

Are there any areas you think employers may be  

in for a surprise?

Ferri thinks employers might be surprised when they see the 

results of the required medical monitoring.

According to the standard, medical surveillance must be made 

available for all employees whose exposure exceeds the action 

level (25 μg/m3, averaged over an 8-hour day) for 30 or more 

days per year. This includes an initial baseline examination that 

incorporates a chest X-ray, a lung function test, and testing for 

latent tuberculosis infection.

The surprise, Ferri believes, will be that silica-related health  

problems may start much earlier than expected. “Medical  

monitoring is supposed to lead to early detection, which means 

people will understand how they’ve been exposed. Maybe their 

lung function isn’t as good as they thought it was or some dark 

spots appear on the chest X-ray. Then, we may see workers’ comp 

claims start popping up.”

This will, hopefully, lead employers to start providing better 

training about the health hazards. “Many employers still conduct 

training that says silicosis is a disease that will hit you in retirement. 

But it’s not just an old person’s disease. There’s acute silicosis and 

accelerated silicosis, which are described in Appendix B of the 

standard.”

Ferri notes that employers also need to talk about workers’  

smoking habits because of the synergistic impact of cigarette 

smoking and silica exposure. “OSHA is saying that your work 

exposure plus your lifestyle can lead to you getting sicker faster,” 

she says. “This is something that hasn’t happened before to this 

extent. The standard’s preamble says that exposure levels even 

below the action level can be harmful. You can’t say, ‘you’ll be 

exposed this much and you’ll be fine.’ There’s a personalized  

profile that includes exposure, lifestyle, and genetic factors, and 

the risk is different for everybody.”
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In early 2018, we hosted a webinar entitled “Silica Dust: 

Practicing Proactive Housekeeping for General Industry 

Compliance” (watch the full recording here). The webinar 

generated an  

excellent discussion about the new standard and what companies 

need to do to comply. Below is an edited version of the Q&A.

Topic: Silica dust rule and compliance

Where can I get a copy of the new rule?

Check out OSHA’s Silica Dust Rule page.

Is there a requirement for how often a facility needs  

to test for silica?

How often monitoring must be done depends on the results of 

initial monitoring and, thereafter, any required further monitoring, 

as follows:

• If the initial monitoring indicates that employee exposures 

are below the action level, no further monitoring is required.

• If the most recent exposure monitoring reveals employee 

exposures at or above the action level but at or below the 

PEL, the employer must repeat monitoring within 6 months 

of the most recent monitoring .

• If the most recent exposure monitoring reveals employee 

exposures above the PEL, the employer must repeat  

monitoring within 3 months of the most recent monitoring .

• When two non-initial monitoring results taken consecutively, 

at least 7 days apart but within 6 months of each other, 

are below the action level, employers may stop monitoring 

for employees represented by those results, as long as no 

changes occur that could reasonably be expected to result in 

new or additional exposures at or above the action level .

How do you measure silica levels? Can you hire  

someone to do this?

Yes, you can. Employers must ensure that their silica samples are 

analyzed by laboratories that meet the qualifications and use 

methods specified in Appendix A of the standard.

What is the best equipment to use for sampling the air?

See Appendix A of the silica dust standard for more information.

Do you have an example of a written exposure control plan?

See pages 11 to 13 of the Small Entity Compliance Guide for 

more information and a sample written exposure control plan.

When must employers comply with the medical surveillance 

requirements of the standard?

Employers are required to offer medical examinations to  

employees exposed above the PEL for 30 or more days a year 

beginning on June 23, 2018.

Employers are required to offer medical examinations to  

employees exposed at or above the action level for 30 or more 

days a year beginning on June 23, 2020.

SILICA DUST COMPLIANCE 
FOR GENERAL INDUSTRY Q&A

https://ohsonline.com/webcasts/2018/04/silica-dust.aspx?admgarea=webinars&tc=page0
https://www.osha.gov/dsg/topics/silicacrystalline/
https://www.osha.gov/silica/AppendixAtosect1910.1053.pdf
https://www.osha.gov/silica/AppendixAtosect1910.1053.pdf
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3911.pdf
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In regards to medical examinations for 30 days of exposure, 

what constitutes/qualifies as a day of exposure?  

See previous question for triggers for medical surveillance and 

pages 15 to 22 of the Small Entity Compliance Guide for more 

information.

Please explain what it means that the processing  

of sorptive clay is exempt.

OSHA 1910.1053, paragraph (a), section (iii), states that the  

standard does not apply to exposures that result from the  

processing of sorptive clays. These are specific types of clay found 

in a few geologic deposits in the country that are used in a range 

of consumer products and industrial applications, such as pet litter 

and sealants for landfills.

Do U.S. companies have to follow ACGIH limits?  

PELs are legal limits, meaning OSHA can enforce their use and  

any non-compliance in the U.S. Threshold limited values (TLVs)  

are recommendations provided by the American Conference of 

Governmental Industrial Hygienists (ACGIH), a private not-for-

profit, nongovernmental corporation.

Although industrial hygienists must ensure they meet the PELs set 

by OSHA, they and their organization may choose to adopt TLVs 

for certain chemical substances – provided they are appropriate 

for the application – because TLVs generally are more stringent 

than PELs. However, TLVs are based solely on health factors, not 

economic or technical feasibility. For more information, read this 

article.

Would you say that aluminum oxide is just as hazardous  

as silica?

A certified and/or qualified industrial hygienist should be consulted 

to comment on whether aluminum oxide could be used as a  

suitable substitute for silica sand.

Are disposable respirators acceptable, or are cartridge  

respirators required to effectively filter out silica?

See OSHA 1910.134, paragraph (g), for more information on the 

use of respirators.

When using silica in a hood, do you need to do air  

monitoring or is it not expected to exceed the action level 

or permissible exposure level?

You should confirm the concentration level of silica dust and 

the duration of exposure to determine if the worker has been 

exposed to the action level or permissible exposure level.

Is it acceptable to implement engineering controls and  

PPE at all times for all applications until we have the means 

to measure dust levels?

A certified and/or qualified industrial hygienist should be  

consulted.

Does someone who is exposed to silica not more than the 

standard allows still need a pulmonary function test? Also, 

does someone who has been exposed to silica previously 

need to continue to get pulmonary function tests if they no 

longer work with it?

See pages 15 to 22 of the Small Entity Compliance Guide for 

more information on medical surveillance. We also recommend 

checking with your local OSHA representative for specifics.

What is objective data?

According to OSHA 1910.1053, paragraph (b), section (iii), 

objective data means information, such as air monitoring 

data from industry-wide surveys or calculations based on the 

composition  

of a substance, demonstrating employee exposure to respirable 

crystalline silica associated with a particular product or material 

or a specific process, task, or activity. The data must reflect 

workplace conditions closely resembling or with a higher exposure 

potential than the processes, types of material, control methods, 

work practices, and environmental conditions in the employer’s 

current operations.

https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3911.pdf
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=1282
http://www.safetyandhealthmagazine.com/articles/exposure-limits-pels-and-tlvs-2
http://www.safetyandhealthmagazine.com/articles/exposure-limits-pels-and-tlvs-2
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=standards&p_id=12716
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3911.pdf
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=1282
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Topic: HEPA filters

What is a HEPA certificate and where are you supposed to 

obtain one?

HEPA isn’t just a label that vacuum manufacturers can apply 

to their products. It’s a designation that requires filters to be 

individually tested and verified that they are 99.97% efficient 

at trapping and retaining particles down to and including 0.3 

microns. Filters labeled HEPA-type, HEPA-like, or something 

similar, are NOT certified. You as a facility owner, operator, or 

employee do not need to go and source a HEPA certificate after 

the purchase of equipment. The manufacturer should provide 

a certificate and it should be included with the purchase of 

equipment.

Are HEPA filters for silica dust cleanable and reusable? If so, 

how often should this be done?

The HEPA filter should not be washed. If it is a washable HEPA  

filter, then it’s not a true HEPA filter and probably does not have  

a certificate of conformity.

Are certified HEPA filters sensitive to high temperatures 

such as in a foundry or glass manufacturing setting?

We have high temperature hoses and main filters that can be 

inserted or upgraded with the vacuum to address what could be  

a higher temperature than what a normal polyethylene hose could 

handle. The debris usually is cooled once it gets into the hose, and 

when it starts moving with air, it begins to cool off quite rapidly. 

We can put protective measures in place to prevent any hot debris 

from impacting the main filter or HEPA filter.

Topic: Housekeeping equipment

How do you prevent a vacuum filter from being clogged?

There are several ways to prevent a filter from clogging. Either a 

manual filter shaker where you turn the vacuum off, you agitate 

the main filter very rapidly to slough or knock that dust off the 

main filter. Or vacuums can be fitted with automatic filter purge 

systems, whether that’s compressed air, an electric filter shaker, or 

some sort of filter purging using the internal air of the vacuum to 

purge the cartridges or filters.

Can any of your units be used as portable dust collectors, 

for example, during special operations or maintenance 

operations?

The simple answer to that is yes. It depends upon what that 

application is and whether there is enough airflow of the vacuum. 

We have some smaller units that are designed for use with a 

power tool where the power tool plugs into the vacuum and 

the vacuum powers on as soon as the power tool is activated to 

facilitate dust collection at the source of the tool.
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Does Nilfisk offer centralized vacuum systems? If so, how 

we do I pursue this?

Yes, we do. Our sales and engineering teams will work together 

to recommend the best solution for your application needs. Please 

email us at questions@nilfisk.com and we will connect you to your 

local Nilfisk representative.

Does Nilfisk have any sample results from portable tool 

dust collection systems?

We do have some results for our wet/dry line of vacuums.  

Several of our private label partners have conducted testing with 

their tools and our vacuums. For more information, email us at  

questions@nilfisk.com.

Does Nilfisk make floor sweepers?

Yes, we do. We offer a full line of industrial- and commercial- 

grade equipment in various sizes, configurations, and power 

sources. For more information, visit our Advance website.

Have you seen any retrofit kits for dry sweepers to  

make them wet?

Nilfisk has sweepers that have a “dust guard” feature which  

produces a fine mist at the side brooms to suppress fugitive dust. 

For more information, visit our floor cleaning equipment website .

Topic: Collecting and disposing of silica dust

Can HEPA vacuums collect wet material?

Yes, they can, if properly outfitted with a cyclonic filter shield or 

the proper main filter to prevent moisture from impacting and 

damaging the HEPA filter. Check with the manufacturer.

Do you have to use the vacuum with a bag?

Encapsulation of debris or particulate that has the crystalline  

silica in it is advised to protect operators and facilities. That can be 

done a number of ways with either a paper bag or a plastic bag, 

in some cases known as a Longopac® in the industry.

What procedure do you recommend to minimize exposure 

while emptying the vacuum or dust collection system?

Maintain the use of personal protective equipment throughout 

the process.

Where would I dispose of a vacuum bag filled  

with silica dust?

The actual disposal of the material is up to you. It will depend  

on the regulations that apply to your jobsite. Remember that  

silica dust is considered a carcinogen, so all applicable local, state, 

and federal laws need to be addressed when disposing of that 

material.

Topic: Addressing specific applications

In a foundry, is it enough to capture the dust and blow it 

outside, or do we need further controls?

The EPA and the Pollution Control Agency really frown on you 

putting hazardous materials back into the environment. Once 

the debris is drawn out of the facility, they recommend that it 

be disposed of properly and very similarly to lead, asbestos, or 

any sort of hazardous material. In some states, crystalline silica is 

considered a hazardous material, and it has to be disposed of and 

handled as such. Blowing it outside and letting it be absorbed by 

Mother Nature is not the answer. Furthermore, it’s not just about 

capturing visible dust. It’s also the lighter “invisible” dust that  

collects up in beams in the structure and/or the HVAC ductwork. 

For more information, check with your local authorities.

What experience do you have with foundry operation?  

Can you provide a list of foundry references?

We have worked with small and local to larger facilities in the 

Midwest and throughout the United States. To request a list of 

references, email us at questions@nilfisk.com.

Does foundry greensand typically produce respirable silica?

Yes. Concentration levels would need to be determined.

Are there good engineering or administrative controls for 

the cutting of drywall?

Many construction activities [in the rule] are geared towards the 

cutting of concrete and asphalt but there’s also information on 

cutting of drywall and collection. It’s treated almost as the same 

as cutting of concrete in terms of capture at the source is always 

the best. This can be achieved with a personal or a smaller HEPA 

unit connected to a shroud right at the source.

How do you keep dust down during an art class that  

works with clay and what’s the best way to remove dust 

from the floor?

We suggest you contact a qualified industrial hygienist and/or 

your local OSHA representative to determine applicability of the 

standard to your application.

What is your recommendation for clean up after a saw 

cutting operation?

For dry cutting, there are several options available – see Table 1 

of the standard for the construction industry. Wet cutting options 

are also allowed. Wet/dry vacuums would be suggested for the 

clean-up of residual water/slurry.

What face velocity should be maintained on a dust collector 

system when dumping bags of powdered material into a 

process tank (materials being used are talc and TiO2)?

Consult with an industrial hygienist for the proper collection 

method and hardware to meet the standard.

mailto:questions%40nilfisk.com?subject=
mailto:questions%40nilfisk.com?subject=
http://www.advance-us.com/home.aspx
http://www.nilfisk.us
https://youtu.be/6BhpoFNLtsA
mailto:questions%40nilfisk.com?subject=
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=1270
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On July 23, OSHA’s new silica dust rule for general industry 

entered the enforcement phase. This standard impacts

companies across many industries, which means it applies in many 

different environments and applications.

For many of these environments and applications, an industrial 

vacuum is the best exposure prevention tool you can have

in your toolbox. For others, an industrial sweeper or scrubber 

might be a better option (e.g., for wet method cleaning), or

you might want to combine a sweeper/scrubber with a vacuum 

for a complete floor care solution.

Here, we’ll look at 5 sweeper/scrubber solutions you can use to 

keep your facility safe and compliant. The next article

identifies our top 10 vacuums for silica dust applications.

FLOOR CLEANING 
EQUIPMENT FOR SILICA 
DUST COMPLIANCE 

DustGuard™ 
Suppressing Dust at the Source

A key feature of many of these 
solutions is our patented DustGuard 
system. This technology applies a fine 
“fog” to trap dust near the brooms, 
suppressing the dust before it has a 
chance to become airborne. 

This unique system ensures dust-
free cleaning while also increasing 
sweeping productivity by as much  
as 75%.

http://news.nilfiskcfm.com/2018/04/a-quick-overview-of-oshas-silica-dust-rule-for-general-industry-and-maritime/
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1. SW8000

With a wide sweeping path and the 

DustGuard feature, the SW8000 

ride-on sweeper provides safe and 

efficient silica dust collection for 

large areas such as warehouses, 

factory floors, and exterior 

environments. The main broom has 

the widest sweeping path in the 

industry (1.3 meters), while the side 

brooms extend the total cleaning 

width to 2 meters. When complete 

with an optional HEPA filter, the 

SW8000 meets or exceeds the 

HEPA standard for 99.97% filtration 

efficiency. 

Even with its large size, the sweeper 

is easy to control and requires very 

little maintenance. These features 

improve performance and reliability 

while lowering your total cost of 

cleaning. 

2. Proterra™ Floor 
Sweeper

Slightly smaller than the SW8000, 

the Proterra also provides powerful 

cleaning in warehouses and 

factories. This sweeper is also 

highly recommended for foundries 

and other high-demand silica 

environments. It comes with the 

DustGuard system as well as 

additional features to maximize 

efficiency, like Analog-logic™ 

controls to simplify operation and 

reduce training time, and  

Set-’N-Forget™ – you set the main 

broom pressure just once, and then 

the system automatically adjusts 

to apply consistent pressure as the 

brush wears.  

3. SW5500

Companies looking to protect their 

workers (and the environment) 

against more than just silica dust 

should consider the SW5500 hybrid 

powered sweeper. It has all of the 

features (like DustGuard) necessary 

to rid industrial sites, factories, and 

warehouses of silica dust and other 

contaminants, while also reducing 

emissions and the level of noise. 

4. CS7010

The CS7010 is another great option 

for companies that want to reduce 

their ecological footprint and lower 

their cleaning costs. This sweeper- 

scrubber is available in hybrid 

and ePower models. Its dedicated 

sweeping and scrubbing functions 

provide one-pass cleaning, and 

traditional hydraulic elements have 

been replaced by electronically 

controlled ones to reduce 

maintenance costs.  

The CS7010 is available with 

DustGuard. 

5. SC8000

The SC8000 is a high-efficiency, 

environmentally-friendly solution for 

scrubbing and wet sweeping. Perfect 

for industrial manufacturing facilities, 

warehouses, and distribution centers, 

this sweeper-scrubber comes with 

DustGuard and provides one-pass 

cleaning while also reducing water 

and detergent usage. 

https://www.nilfisk.com/en/products/Pages/product.aspx?pid=56107513
https://www.advance-us.com/products/sweepers/proterra/proterra.aspx
https://www.nilfisk.com/en/products/Pages/product.aspx?pid=9084410010
https://www.nilfisk.com/en/products/Pages/product.aspx?pid=56511815
https://www.nilfisk.com/en/products/Pages/product.aspx?pid=56108124
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TOP 10 VACUUMS  
FOR SILICA DUST 
APPLICATIONS 

On June 23, 2018, the silica dust rule for 

general industry and maritime went into 

enforcement. As you know, compliance requires 

exposure control plans to be developed and 

implemented, which for many companies 

means purchasing new equipment. 

To help you make the best choice about your 

equipment investment, we’ve gathered our 

top 10 vacuums for silica dust applications, 

organized from smallest to largest.

1. AERO 26-21 HEPA

Our AERO series of wet/dry vacuums are 

compact machines that offer long-lasting 

performance. The AERO 26-21 with HEPA 

filtration is ideal for use with handheld grinders 

for drilling and cutting applications with an up 

to 5-inch diameter blade, as well as for light 

housekeeping. If you need powerful suction in 

a compact design, this is the vacuum for you. 

2. ATTIX 33 & 44 HEPA

For slightly more demanding clean-up tasks, the 

ATTIX 33 & 44 series of dust extractors delivers 

high performance with low maintenance 

requirements. These machines work with 

handheld grinders for drilling and cutting 

applications with an up to 6-inch diameter 

blade. Our InfiniClean automatic filter cleaning 

system comes standard to extend the longevity 

of the vacuum. 

3. VHS 120 and VHS 120 LP

The VHS 120 is a high-performance  

single-phase, wet/dry industrial vacuum with 

features that make it ideal for meeting OSHA 

requirements for silica dust collection. These 

include three levels of filtration, as well as, in 

the LP version, the Longopac® system for safe-

seal material collection and disposal. 

https://news.nilfiskcfm.com/2018/04/a-quick-overview-of-oshas-silica-dust-rule-for-general-industry-and-maritime/
https://news.nilfiskcfm.com/2018/04/a-quick-overview-of-oshas-silica-dust-rule-for-general-industry-and-maritime/
https://news.nilfiskcfm.com/2016/09/silica-dust-understanding-the-safe-harbor-provision-for-construction/
https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/attix-33-44/
https://www.nilfisk.com/en/features/Pages/InfiniClean-ATEX.aspx
https://www.nilfisk.com/en/features/Pages/InfiniClean-ATEX.aspx
https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/vhs120-industrial-vacuum/
https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/vhs120-industrial-vacuum-2/


Silica Dust Compliance for General Industry  |  23Back to home

4. S3

Our S3 industrial vacuum is a more advanced 

machine, featuring innovations including 

an electronic keypad with LED indicators to 

monitor performance of the main and HEPA 

filters. It can also be equipped with level sensors 

for automatic shut-off and the Longopac® 

collection system. This is a powerful machine 

perfect for sand collection and general 

housekeeping in environments that contain 

silica dust. 

5. S3B

The S3B also excels in sand collection and other 

general housekeeping applications in silica 

dust-containing environments. It comes with an 

easily cleanable main filter and a HEPA filter for 

increased safety. The S3B is a rugged machine 

with a larger collection capacity for high 

performance over an extended product life.

6. VHC200

This air-operated vacuum cleaner is our top 

choice for silica dust applications – like powder 

coating, foundry operations, and building 

construction –  where electricity isn’t available. 

It provides powerful suction for sand pick-up in 

a compact and easy-to-maneuver design. And 

the venturi has no moving parts, which keeps 

maintenance requirements to a minimum.

7. T48

For bigger jobs, like picking up large quantities 

of sand in foundries, the T48 is the vacuum of 

choice. Our T series vacuums come standard 

with a manual filter shaker for easy filter 

cleaning, and they can also be fitted with 

a HEPA filter. In addition, the Longopac® 

collection system is available to reduce operator 

exposure during bag removal and disposal.

https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/s3-industrial-vacuum/
https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/s3b-industrial-vacuum/
https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/vhc200-air-operated-vacuum-cleaner/
https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/t48-industrial-vacuum-cleaner/
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8. VHT446 InfiniClean

Our InfiniClean system continuously cleans 

the filter during continuous-duty applications. 

This keeps your vacuum running at peak 

performance to both boost worker safety 

and reduce downtime. The VHT446 is ideal 

for many silica dust construction applications, 

like floor grinding, concrete refinishing, and 

polishing. 

9. 3907/18

The 3907/18 is a large-capacity vacuum for 

continuous-use and heavy-duty applications, 

like picking up sand or grit in asphalt shingle 

plants. Its oversized filter area also helps 

guarantee high performance over long periods 

of operation.

This machine is also available with a skip 

hopper that can filter out heavier material so 

only the finer dust moves through the vacuum. 

This reduces downtime by extending the life 

of the filter and decreasing the load on the 

collection container.

10. 3997

Finally, the 3997 is a heavy-duty continuous-use vacuum cleaner with a three-phase regenerative 

blower, an oversized filter area, and a large collection capacity. Ideal for sand and grit pickup 

applications, this vacuum also features an easy-to-use control panel, a manometer, and an automatic 

phase correction device. The 3997 is also available with a skip hopper.

On July 23, OSHA’s new silica dust rule for general industry entered the enforcement phase. This 

standard impacts companies across many industries, which means it applies in many different 

environments and applications. 

For many of these environments and applications, an industrial vacuum is the best exposure prevention 

tool you can have in your toolbox. For others, an industrial sweeper or scrubber might be a better 

option (e.g., for wet method cleaning), or you might want to combine a sweeper/scrubber with a  

vacuum for a complete floor care solution.

https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/vht446-infiniclean-vacuum-cleaner/
https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/390718-industrial-vacuum-cleaner/
https://www.nilfiskcfm.com/products/3997-industrial-vacuum-cleaner/
https://news.nilfiskcfm.com/2018/04/a-quick-overview-of-oshas-silica-dust-rule-for-general-industry-and-maritime/
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As one of the world’s leading suppliers of professional cleaning equipment, Nilfisk 
offers an extensive product portfolio of high quality and reliable floor cleaning, 
industrial vacuum and high pressure washer products.
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improving productivity. 
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