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Controlling Wood Dust Inhalation

Effects of exposure to wood dusts

Wood dust produced by machining or sanding may be irritating to the eyes, respiratory system and skin. It may cause sensitisation by inhalation and skin contact. Prolonged exposure to wood dust may cause nasal and nasal cavity cancer by inhalation. Particular care should be taken when machining preservative-treated wood because of possible health effects from the added chemicals. Refer to the Material Safety Data Sheet for that product.

In 1995 the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC), which is an agency of the World Health Organisation, evaluated the cancer risks associated with workplace exposures in a variety of wood industries. The IARC classified wood dust as a Group 1 carcinogen to humans. This classification is the result of a marked increase in the occurrence of cancer of the nasal cavities and paranasal sinuses among workers exposed to hardwood dust.

Controlling wood dust inhalation

The best way to control dust inhalation is by the use of properly designed and maintained dust extraction systems. In addition to dust extraction equipment, work areas should be well ventilated. In the absence of dust extraction an approved dust mask in conformance with the requirements of Australian Standards 1715 and 1716 should be used. At all times wear eye protection as prescribed by Australian Standard 1337.

The wood dust produced when machining MDF and hardboard is finer and more readily dispersed into the surrounding air than the dust from most solid wood, plywood or particleboard. In this respect, these dusts are similar to the wood dust produced when sanding finely textured hardwoods, with both requiring a higher level of extraction efficiency.

For wood dust from pine timber particleboard, dust extraction systems require a minimum capture velocity of 10 to 20m/sec, compared with 20 to 30 m/sec for wood dust from MDF, hardboard and some hardwoods.

The higher capture velocity required for these finer wood dusts can often be met by simple modifications to existing equipment. For example,

· Reducing the size of the collector hood openings and placing them as close as practicable to the point of dust collection will assist in raising capture velocities. 

· Collection efficiency will also be improved by closing off ducts connected to machines which are not in use subject to maintaining the recommended minimum air velocity in the remaining ducting. For fine wood dusts, such as that from MDF, the air velocity in the ducting needs to be 15 to 20 m/sec to prevent an accumulation of dust (plugging) which could cause a fire risk. 

High concentrations of wood dust, particularly from sanding, can form explosive mixtures with air. It is recommended that ducting should be fitted with explosion vents. For large extraction systems, the fitting of spark detectors and automatic extinguishing equipment is advisable. In addition, electric motors should be spark proof.

Wood dust which gathers on the floor, on ledges, in machinery pits, etc. should be removed by suction devices or wet sweeping. Use of compressed air should be avoided. If it is used, the person using the compressed air should wear a suitable dust mask or respirator in conformance with the requirements of Australian Standards 1715 and 1716.

Some woods and wood dusts can contain naturally occurring chemicals which may cause sensitisation in some people, for example, in the form of dermatitis and asthma. Protective clothing, in particular, long shirt sleeves and gloves should be worn at all times to avoid skin contact. Remember to wash soiled clothing and do not shake off the dust.
