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	Pulmonary Health and Respiratory Protection

	
	
	           


Pulmonary health is often an overlooked health hazard in the workplace. Many factors can affect the air quality of our workplaces such as air temperature, mold, chemical contaminants, Dust contaminants as well as humidity can be a contributing factor in our air quality. Knowing the products and activities we carry out will help us identify what contaminants will be present in the atmosphere. For example, welding activities are not a constant, the various materials we use such as stainless versus steel will release different particles, and based on the Safety Data Sheets (SDS) we may need to provide different respiratory protection. 

To determine what contaminants are in the air you can have an air quality test done by a Certified Industrial Hygienist. During the testing sensors will be set up at various locations throughout the workplace. They are typically in place over a 24hour period, or whatever suits the needs of the workplace. After the testing period and the sensors are collected, the data is analyzed and compared to the Alberta Legislations Occupational Exposure Limits for Chemical substances charts. From there, suggestions can be offered to mitigate the airborne contaminates to a reasonable level. 

Almost any particulate in the air can be inhaled into our lungs. However, how far it goes into the lungs will be affected by the size, and our lung’s ability to filter out any unwanted particles. The what happens depends on the chemical make up as well as the toxicity of the products. Your SDS sheets will give you the properties for this information. Some products can have acute (immediate) effects on the body or damage from long-term exposure.

Pulmonary testing and monitoring can add to the “health” component of your Health and Safety Program along with hearing tests. There are many companies that conduct these tests as well as fit testing for respirators. Spirometry testing is the means of testing how fast someone’s lungs can move air in and out and can determine if that person’s lung fall in the determined normal range for their age, weight, gender, race and their personal health history. Not all workplaces will benefit from this type of monitoring program, consideration of the hazards present in the workplace will be a determinant in whether or not a company decides to implement this type of program. 

To improve air quality in the workplace we should think about the hierarchy or controls. Elimination can be used by introducing a less toxic substance to replace one we are currently using, think replacing lead-based paint for acrylic. Next, we can introduce the engineered controls, such as increasing the capacity of our ventilation currently in place and/or adding additional air exchangers to our facilities. To implement the administrative controls portion job rotation can be considered, however, we may be reducing the exposure to the employee but we would now be exposing more of our employees to the hazard. Training employees about the hazards that affect their pulmonary health and the controls to keep them protected is also considered an administrative control as well. The last line of defense is our personal protective equipment (PPE). Again, consult your SDS sheets for the appropriate PPE for the products but some options are the N95, half mask respirators (may options for filter cartridges, they are not all made the same), AdFlo power air purifying respirator (mostly used by welders), full face respirators with supplied air typically connected to a compressor or to bottles. Training for the respirators should include selection, care, use and maintenance. 

As per Albera OHS legislation, employers are required to take reasonable measures to apply the hierarchy of controls to protect workers. If respiratory protection is required, employers are required to provide said PPE as well as store them properly and ensure they are maintained. All respiratory equipment must be properly fitted to the employee’s face. A code of practice is required when respiratory equipment is used and to include the governance of the selection, maintenance and use of the PPE. 
This is not a definitive guide to all aspects of pulmonary health and the effects or air quality on the body nor all the options for respiratory protection. Consult your SDS sheets, talk to your PPE provider as well as product manufacturers for information on clarification on specifications on products and the selection of the appropriate PPE. For air quality testing and pulmonary function testing there are a variety of third party companies that can conduct the testing.




For more information or to register for a course, visit the MHSA website at https://www.mhsa.ab.ca or reach out to one of our knowledgeable Safety Advisors, today. 
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