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Respiratory Protection


A wide variety of equipment can be used to protect workers from respiratory hazards. Devices range from a simple, inexpensive dust masks to a sophisticated self-contained breathing apparatus. Choosing the proper respiratory protection is key to being protected from hazardous gases, vapours, fumes, mists, and dusts.  

Respiratory protective equipment can prevent illness, disease, and even death from breathing hazards. However, the equipment must be properly selected, fitted, worn, and maintained to ensure maximum protection.

Respirator Selection

In order to select the proper respirator for a particular job, it is necessary to know and understand:

	the hazard and characteristics of the contaminant(s)

the anticipated task exposure conditions
the performance limitations of the equipment
	any legislation that applies.


Refer to the Safety Data Sheet (SDS) for each product being used.  The SDS will identify any respiratory protection required and should specify the type of respirator to be worn.  

It is also important to recognize that facial hair or deep facial scars can interfere with the seal between the respirator and face. Respirators should only be selected and fitted by someone who understands all of these factors. 

Respirator Selection Guide 

Refer to “Respirator Selection Guide for Common Construction Activities” from IHSA’s Construction Health and Safety Manual (M029). (Include this guide for reference.) If there is any doubt about the correct type of protection for a specific material and operation, consult the manufacturer of the product, a supplier or manufacturer of respirators, or IHSA.

Fit Testing

Before each use, workers must perform a Positive and Negative Pressure Test. This applies to respirators only. If the required protection is a filtering half-facepiece respirator (i.e., dust mask), then follow the manufacturer’s instructions.

Negative Pressure Test

The wearer puts on the respirator and adjusts it so that it feels relatively comfortable. Then the air inlets are blocked off with the hands or a plastic cover, and the wearer inhales gently. If the respirator is properly fitted, it should collapse slightly and not permit any air into the facepiece. If leakage is detected, the mask should be readjusted and the test repeated until the fit is satisfactory.

Positive Pressure Test

The wearer puts on the respirator and adjusts it so that it feels relatively comfortable. Then the exhaust port of the respirator is covered and the wearer tries to exhale gently. The facepiece should puff away from the wearer, but no leakage should occur.

General Instructions:

	Filters should be changed as follows:
	Dust/mist/fume filters should be changed when there is noticeable resistance to normal breathing.

Chemical cartridge respirators should be changed when the gas or vapour can be tasted or smelled.
Any filter should be changed at the interval specified by the manufacturer or when damaged in any way.

	Inhalation and exhalation valves must be checked before the respirator is used.


	Damaged facepiece, straps, filters, valves, or other parts must be replaced with “original equipment” parts.


	Facepieces should be washed with mild soapy water as often as necessary to keep them clean and wearable.


	Respirators will normally be assigned to the exclusive use of individual workers.


	In situations where a respirator must be assigned to more than one worker, it must be disinfected after each use. (Check with the manufacturer regarding acceptable sanitizers/disinfectants.)


	Check all supply hoses, valves, and regulators on supplied-air respirators as specified by the manufacturer.


	SCBA units and high-pressure cylinders of compressed breathing air should be used and maintained in accordance with current Canadian Standards Association Z180.13 Compressed Breathing Air and Systems, and Z94.4-11.11 Selection, Care and Use of Respirators.


	Compressors and filtration systems used with supplied-air respirators must be maintained in accordance with the manufacturers’ recommendations.


	Consult the manufacturer for information on respirator cartridge change-out.



