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SCLERODERMA IN CONSTRUCTION

You may already know that inhaling silica can 
cause silicosis or lung cancer, but did you 
know that it can cause scleroderma too?

WHAT IS SCLERODERMA?
Scleroderma is a disorder of connective tissue 
that holds various body parts together.  

•	 The skin becomes tight and thick, making 
it difficult for a person to move. 

•	 It can cause serious problems in about 
one-third of those who suffer from it. 
Examples are damage to the kidneys, 
lungs, digestive system, and/or heart.

Scleroderma continues or worsens even after 
exposure stops. There is no cure for it.  So 
preventing exposure is extremely important.

WHEN ARE YOU EXPOSED TO SILICA?
In any of the following situations or 
applications, silica may become airborne: 

•	 Abrasive blasting 

•	 Milling asphalt from a concrete highway

•	 Cutting, grinding, chipping, or drilling 
concrete or terrazzo 

•	 Cement work

•	 Pouring silica sand into mixers or hoppers

•	 Applying and removing silica-containing 
refractory ceramic fibre

•	 Cutting granite and sandstone 

•	 Dry sweeping areas where silica is used

•	 Tunneling.

Short-duration work: A half-facepiece respirator may 
be appropriate. 
Long-duration work: Use a full-facepiece air-purifying 
respirator with any 100-series particulate filter.  

An N-95 filtering facepiece respirator is not enough 
to protect workers from exposure when dry cutting 
concrete throughout the work day. Consider using wet 
techniques and a full-facepiece air purifying respirator 
with any 100-series particulate filter.
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REDUCE YOUR RISK
Preventing exposure to silica will reduce the 
risk of scleroderma. 

•	 Replace silica-containing products with 
less hazardous materials. 

•	 Equip power tools with dust-collecting 
devices. 

•	 Use wet techniques when drilling, cutting, 
grinding, or loading silica-containing 
materials. 

•	 Enclose the process so silica does not 
spread to other areas.

•	 Plan the job for when the fewest workers 
are on site.

•	 Perform the work in an area away from 
co-workers or other trades.

•	 Keep unprotected workers away from the 
job.

•	 Do not use compressed air for clean-up.

•	 Do not take contaminated clothing home.

•	 Do not eat, drink, or smoke in areas 
contaminated by silica. 

•	 If the above control methods are not 
possible, implement a respiratory 
protection program. Workers must use 
respirators when no other controls can 
protect them fully. Refer to the Respirator 
Selection Guide in the Respiratory 
Protection chapter of IHSA’s Construction    
Health and Safety Manual (M029). 

•	 For abrasive blasting, use a type CE, 
supplied-air respirator.  

Dry-cutting ceramic tile can release high levels of dust 
and silica. Wear a respirator when grinding tiles. Also, 
wear a hardhat, safety glasses, and hearing protection.  

During abrasive blasting, use only a Type CE 
abrasive-blast supplied-air respirator. 
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For more information, contact IHSA.
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