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OSHA Training Toolbox Talk: Hazardous Substance Awareness - Silica
[Reference: Parts 1910, 1915, and 1926, subpart Z; 1926 subpart Z]

Crystalline silica is a common mineral found in materials such as sand, stone, concrete, brick,
mortar, and asphalt. These materials are widely used and generally safe when intact. However,
when silica-containing materials are cut, drilled, ground, crushed, or otherwise disturbed, very
fine dust particles can be released into the air.

Silica dust is often generated during activities like concrete cutting, masonry work, sandblasting,
tunneling, drilling, grinding, and demolition. Even tasks that seem routine, such as sweeping
dusty areas or using handheld power tools, can create hazardous conditions if silica dust is not
properly controlled.

The main concern with silica is breathing in these fine airborne dust particles. Because the
particles are extremely small, they can reach deep into the lungs when inhaled. Unlike ordinary
dust that the body can clear out, these ultra-fine silica particles can cause inflammation and
scarring of lung tissue over time. This scarring reduces the lungs’ ability to function properly and
can lead to serious, long-term respiratory diseases after repeated or prolonged exposure.

Silica dust is often invisible to the naked eye, which means employees may not realize they are
being exposed. Areas with warning signs, labels, or posted notices indicating silica hazards should
be taken seriously, and work practices in those areas must follow established controls and
procedures.

To minimize exposure, controls may include using wet cutting or drilling methods, local exhaust
ventilation, and dust collection systems designed to capture silica dust at the source. Limiting the
number of employees exposed and keeping others out of dusty areas also helps reduce risk.
Good housekeeping practices are important, including using HEPA-filtered vacuums instead of
dry sweeping or compressed air. When required, appropriate respiratory protection must be
worn, and protective clothing should be handled properly to prevent carrying silica dust home,
where it could expose family members.

If you are working with or around silica dust, or if you see a label or warning sign indicating its
presence, remember that merely being near silica does not necessarily mean you are
overexposed or at imminent risk. Following proper controls, procedures, and safety measures
helps ensure exposure remains below OSHA’s permissible limits.

If you have any questions or concerns about silica hazards or exposure, please direct them to
your safety manager, supervisor, or other workplace representative. And remember to sign the
training certification form to ensure you get credit for attending today’s OSHA toolbox talk.
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