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resources services throughout 
the United States and abroad.  
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F or the first time in 45 years, the Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration (OSHA) is revising the federal standards 
to reduce the permissible exposure level (PEL) for crystalline 
silica for the construction, general industry, and maritime 

industries. The rule cuts the respirable silica PEL in half from 100 
micrograms per cubic meter of air (µg/m3) for an 8-hour time weighted 
average to 50 µg/m3.  
 
What will the implications be with this change? Many construction and 
manufacturing businesses will be affected by this regulatory change, 
requiring the development of plans, performance of airborne exposure 
assessments, and implementation of procedures and engineering 
controls to reduce employee exposure to respirable crystalline silica 
dusts. 
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Crystalline silica is a common mineral 
found in many naturally occurring 
materials like sand and stone that 
are used in common industrial 
products and at construction sites. 
Such products include concrete, 
stone, mortar, glass, pottery, 
ceramics, bricks, and artificial stone. 
Respirable crystalline silica is 
comprised of small particles that can 
be at least 100 times smaller than 
ordinary sand found on beaches or 
playgrounds and can be generated by 
high-energy operations like cutting, 
sawing, grinding, drilling, and 
crushing stone, rock, concrete, brick, 
block, and mortar. Exposure also 
occurs when using industrial sand. 
 
KEY DATES 
 
The final rule became effective on 
June 23, 2016, for both the 
Construction Regulations 
(1926.1153(k)) and General Industry, 
and for Maritime Regulations (Sec. 
1910.1053(l)). 
 
The construction industry has until 
June 23, 2017 (one year after the 
effective date), to comply with the 
rule. 
 
The general and maritime industries 
have until June 23, 2018 (two years 

after the effective date), to comply 
with the rule.  
 
The hydraulic fracturing group does 
not have to comply with all provisions 
until June 23, 2021, except for 
engineering controls. 
 
HOW THIS AFFECTS YOU 
 
Generally speaking, employers 
affected by the ruling will have to 
implement a program to reduce 
worker exposure to silica dust at or 
below the new OSHA exposure 
standard. 
 
This also means that employers will 
be required to 
 
 use engineering controls (such as 

water or ventilation/exhaust) to 
limit worker exposure to the PEL; 

 
 provide respiratory protection 

where engineering controls cannot 
adequately limit exposure; 

 
 limit worker access in high 

exposure areas; 
 
 develop a written exposure control 

plan; 
 
 provide medical exams for highly 

exposed workers; 
 
 measure exposure through air 

monitoring; and 
 
 provide training to workers on 

silica risks and how to limit 
exposures. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
On March 25, 2016, OSHA released 
its new Respirable Crystalline Silica 
Rule (Silica Rule) to further protect 
America’s workers from exposure to 
crystalline silica, which causes lung 
cancer, silicosis, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease, and kidney 
disease. OSHA also states that about 
2.3 million workers are currently 
exposed to respirable crystalline silica 
in their workplaces, including 2 
million construction workers who drill, 
cut, crush, or grind silica-containing 
materials such as concrete and 
stone. OSHA also estimates that 
300,000 workers in general industry 
operations such as brick 
manufacturing, foundries, and well 
drilling (hydraulic fracturing) are 
exposed. 
 
According to OSHA, previous PELs for 
silica were outdated and inconsistent 
and did not adequately protect 
worker health, being based on 
studies from the 1960s and earlier 
that did not reflect more recent 
scientific evidence showing that low-
level airborne exposures to silica may 
cause serious health effects, 
including lung cancer.  
 

(Continued from page 1) 
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Scheduled Monitoring Option. The 
employer shall perform initial 
monitoring to assess the 8-hour 
exposure for each employee on the 
basis of one or more personal 
breathing zone air samples that 
reflect the exposures of employees 
on each shift, for each job 
classification, and in each work area.  

 
WRITTEN EXPOSURE CONTROL 
PLAN 
 
The Silica Rule also requires that the 
employer establish and implement a 
written exposure control plan that 
contains a description of the tasks in 
the workplace; engineering controls, 
work practices, and respiratory 
protection for each task; 
housekeeping measures; and a 
description of the procedures used to 
restrict access to work areas where 
airborne respirable crystalline silica 
exists.  
 
MEDICAL SURVEILLANCE 
 
The Silica Rule mandates that 
employers provide medical 
examination to every employee who 
will be required to use a respirator for 
30 or more days per year. This 
includes an initial baseline medical 
examination and subsequent follow 
up examinations and will be provided 
at no cost to employees. 
 
 
 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
While the OSHA Silica Rule has been 
long awaited, employers are strongly 
advised to review their policies and 
procedures and make necessary 
changes now to ensure compliance 
with the new OSHA Silica Rule prior to 
the established deadlines for their 
respective industry. This evaluation 
should include a review of work 
practices, engineering controls, and 
exposure assessment monitoring to 
ensure compliance, avoid potential 
enforcement actions and fines, and 
provide a healthy and productive 
environment for their employees.  
 
Now in its 47th year, SKELLY AND 
LOY is an engineering-environmental 
consulting firm serving public and 
private sector clients from six Mid-
Atlantic offices. The firm’s services 
include civil, environmental, and 
mining engineering and permitting 
activities; hazardous waste and 
industrial hygiene studies and 
remediation planning; National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
compliance studies; natural resource 
management and protection; and 
cultural resource studies and 
documentation. 
 
If you would like more information 
about managing silica dust or any of 
the many other services that Skelly 
and Loy offers, please contact 
Gregory Orris at gorris@skellyloy.com 
or Robert D. Rowley, CIH, CSP, at 
rrowley@skellyloy.com. Both 
gentlemen can be reached toll free at 
800-892-6532. 
 
 

SPECIFIED EXPOSURE CONTROL 
METHODS AND ENGINEERING 
CONTROLS 
 
OSHA‘s Silica Rule specifies that 
employers must implement exposure 
control methods during work 
practices and/or when using dust 
generating equipment (e.g., walk-
behind saws). For these types of work 
environments, the employer shall 
implement engineering controls, work 
practices, and respiratory protection 
to reduce exposure of the employee 
to respirable crystalline silica. If 
respiratory protection is required, the 
employer is also required to comply 
with OSHA’s respiratory protection 
standard requirements. 

 
EXPOSURE ASSESSMENT  
 
The OSHA Silica Rule indicates that 
the employer shall assess the 
exposure of each employee who is, or 
may be, exposed to respirable 
crystalline silica at or above the 
action level, in accordance with either 
the performance option or the 
scheduled monitoring option. 
 
 
Performance Option. The employer 
shall assess the exposure for each 
employee over an 8-hour shift on the 
basis of any combination of air 
monitoring data or objective data 
sufficient to accurately characterize 
employee exposures to respirable 
crystalline silica. 

(Continued from page 2) 
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WHO IS AFFECTED BY OSHA’S REDUCTION IN THE PERMISSIBLE EXPOSURE LEVEL  
(PEL) TO CRYSTALLINE SILICA 

The new rule will impact industries and operations where exposure to crystalline silica can occur, including but not 
limited to: 
 

OPERATIONS MANUFACTURING 

Construction Concrete Products Production 

Concrete and Stone Cutting Glass Products Production 

Handling/Finishing Concrete Ceramics 

Handling of Foundry Sands Dental Laboratories 

Handling of Sand and Crushed Stone Painting and Coatings 

Roadway Milling Operations Jewelry Production 

Handling of Refractory Materials Refractory Products 

Railroad Track Maintenance Cut Stone and Stone Products 

Highway Maintenance   

Oil and Gas Hydraulic Fracturing   

Sand Blasting   


