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Toolbox Talk: Silica in Stoneworking – New Advice for Installers of Stone Worktops

Introduction
Presenter Name and Role:
Hi, who you are

Purpose of Today’s Toolbox Talk:
In today’s 10-minute session, we’ll cover:
1. The risks of respirable crystalline silica (RCS) exposure.
2. Best practices for reducing exposure and protecting workers’ health.
3. Legal responsibilities and compliance with UK health and safety regulations.

Overview
1. What is Silica Dust and Why is it Dangerous?
Key Statistic: Prolonged exposure to silica dust can cause severe lung diseases such as silicosis, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), and lung cancer.
Definition: Silica is a natural mineral found in stone, including artificial stone, granite, and quartz. When these materials are cut, ground, or polished, they release fine respirable crystalline silica (RCS) dust that can be inhaled deep into the lungs, causing irreversible damage.
Examples:
· Cutting or polishing stone without adequate dust control.
· Using inadequate or poorly maintained respiratory protective equipment (RPE).
· Failure to implement effective dust suppression methods.

2. Common Causes of Silica Dust Exposure:
· On-site Fabrication: Cutting, chiselling, and drilling stone on-site increases dust exposure.
· Poor Ventilation: Working in enclosed spaces without adequate dust extraction.
· Lack of Controls: Not using water suppression, on-tool extraction, or RPE properly.
· Incorrect Cleaning Methods: Dry sweeping or using compressed air to clear dust.
· Inadequate Health Surveillance: Lack of routine checks for early signs of lung disease.

3. Signs and Symptoms of Silica-Related Diseases:
Recognising symptoms early can help prevent long-term damage:
· Physical Symptoms: Persistent cough, shortness of breath, chest pain.
· Long-Term Impact: Reduced lung function, extreme fatigue, and increased risk of infections.
· Progressive Nature: Once lung disease develops, it cannot be reversed, making prevention essential.

4. The Impact of Silica Exposure:
Exposure to silica dust that is not controlled can lead to:
· Permanent lung damage and life-altering conditions.
· Reduced ability to work and carry out daily activities.
· Significant personal and financial strain on workers and their families.
· Legal and financial consequences for employers who fail to manage risks.
Case Study:
Kevin and Tony Winter, former quarry workers, developed silicosis due to prolonged silica exposure. Despite some control measures being introduced later, poor maintenance rendered them ineffective. Kevin now struggles with daily tasks, and Tony describes his condition as "a death sentence." Their story highlights the devastating impact of preventable workplace hazards.

5. Managing and Reducing Silica Exposure:
· Eliminate On-Site Fabrication: Pre-cut stone in workshops whenever possible.
· Use Proper Dust Controls: Implement local exhaust ventilation (LEV), water suppression, and on-tool extraction.
· Wear Appropriate RPE: Ensure masks have an Assigned Protection Factor (APF) of at least 20.
· Regular Equipment Maintenance: Clean and replace filters in vacuums and extraction units.
· Implement Safe Cleaning Practices: Use wet cleaning methods or M-class vacuums, never dry sweeping.
· Health Surveillance: Regular lung function tests for workers at high risk.



6. Legal Responsibilities:
Under the Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations 2002 (COSHH), employers must:
· Conduct Risk Assessments: Identify hazards and implement control measures.
· Provide Adequate Training: Ensure workers understand the risks and protective measures.
· Monitor Exposure: Regularly check dust levels and health conditions.
· Maintain Safety Equipment: Ensure all controls, including RPE and LEV systems, function properly.

3 Key Takeaways:
· Prevent exposure by using proper controls and eliminating on-site fabrication where possible.
· Use protective equipment correctly and ensure regular maintenance.
· Employers and workers must work together to reduce risks and protect health.

Closing Summary:
Silica dust is a serious workplace hazard that can cause life-threatening diseases. By implementing effective control measures, following legal requirements, and prioritising worker safety, we can prevent exposure and protect lives. Prevention is always better than cure.

Questions or Concerns?
Does anyone have any questions about silica exposure or how to manage it? Feel free to share concerns or best practices to help ensure a safer working environment.

[image: A green and yellow heart shaped loop

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]More free resources at thsp.co.uk/knowledge-hub/

image1.png




image2.png




