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Asthma

Who is most at risk?

Workers who 

➤ cut hard wood

➤ install foam insulation

➤ use epoxy resins or glues

➤ solder

➤ work with chemicals that may
cause respiratory sensitization
—refer to material safety data
sheet (MSDS). See point 2,
below.

The main trades at risk are:

➤ Carpenters

➤ Electricians

➤ Plumbers

➤ Insulation workers

➤ Floor Finishers

➤ Concrete finishers

➤ Labourers.

How can I get asthma?

1) You breathe in a respiratory
sensitizer.
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2) At first, nothing will happen.
But over time your body can
begin reacting to the chemical.
This development is called
“sensitization.” 

3) You can develop symptoms
similar to those of a cold or
mild hay fever.

4) Over time (several months or
even years) you can become
sensitized to the point where
even the tiniest trace of the
substance will cause you to
have severe asthmatic
symptoms. These attacks can
result in permanent damage to
your lungs, or death.

Symptoms

Symptoms of asthma include

➤ wheezing

➤ chest tightness 

➤ shortness of breath 

➤ difficulty breathing

➤ coughing.

Sensitized workers can experience
symptoms either as soon as they are
exposed to the sensitizer or several
hours later—such as during the
night. 

Even though it was caused by an
occupational sensitizer (such as a
chemical), asthma symptoms can
be triggered by other factors, such
as smoke, mould, irritant dust, or
even cold weather. 

Even if exposure to the sensitizer
has stopped, asthma attacks will

often continue for years after.

Tell your doctor if you work with
respiratory sensitizers. Visit your
doctor if you suspect you have
symptoms related to occupational
asthma. 

Respiratory sensitizers

Read the material safety data sheets
(MSDSs) for the substances you
work with. An MSDS will tell you
if a chemical is a respiratory
sensitizer.

Examples of respiratory sensitizers
include

➤ dusts from certain woods, such
as western red cedar

➤ isocyanates

➤ mould

➤ latex

➤ polyurethane products.

Controls

The best way to prevent
occupational asthma is to replace
the sensitizer with a less harmful
substance. If this is not possible,
then 

✓ isolate the work where the
sensitizer is being used, or 

✓ totally enclose the process.

If these controls are not feasible
then set up local exhaust
ventilation and, as a last resort, use
appropriate respiratory protective
equipment.
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