


PREFACE

The Hazard Evaluations and Technical Assistance Branch of the National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health conducts field investigations of possible health hazards in the
workplace. These investigations are conducted under the authority of Section 20(a)(6) of the
Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970, 29 U.S.C. 669(a)(6) which authorizes the Secretary
of Health and Human Services, following a written request from an employer or authorized
representative of the employees, to determine whether any substance normally found in the place
of employment has potential toxic effects in such concentrations as used or found.

The Hazard Evaluations and Technical Assistance Branch also provides, upon request, medical,
nursing, and industrial hygiene technical and consultative assistance to Federal, State, local
agencies, labor, industry, and other groups or individuals to control occupational health hazards

and o prevent related trauma and disease.

Mention of company names or products does not constitute endorsement by the National Institute
for Occupational Safety and Health.
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. SUMMARY

The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) received a
request from employees and from UAW Local 176 at The Western States
Machine Company in Hamilton, Ohio, to conduct a health hazard evaluation
(HHE) at the facility. The concern was worker noise exposure in the Main
Building, particularly the noise associated with a recently installed air
compressor. In the request, it was pointed out that a few employees had been
identified as having hearing loss by a local hospital. The employees were
concerned that the losses may be occupationally related.

On May 31, and June 1, 1995, a NIOSH investigator conducted a full-shift
noise survey in the Main Building of the facility using noise dosimeters.
Additional noise measurements were made with a real-time analyzer to
determine the spectral content of specific noisy operations. A total of 26 full-
shift noise dosimetry samples were collected over the two days. Nineteen of
the 26 samples exceeded the NIOSH recommended exposure limit (REL) for
noise. The spectral noise analysis revealed that the new air compressor did
not contribute significantly to workers' noise exposures.

Based on the results of the noise data analyses and observations made
during the evaluation, the NIOSH investigator concludes that a health
hazard related to potential hearing loss exists for employees at The
Western States Machine Company. A majority of the workers were
exposed to time-weighted noise levels in excess of the NIOSH
recommendation, while 35% of the sampled employees exceeded the
OSHA action level which stipulates that a hearing conservation program
needs to be implemented. Section IX of this health hazard evaluation
report offers hearing conservation program recommendations toward
reducing the noise exposures and preventing further hearing losses.

KEYWORDS: SIC 3559 (Special industry machinery, not elsewhere
classified), industrial centrifugal equipment manufacture, noise exposure,
noise dosimetry, hearing conservation.
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85 dB(A) TWA exposures could be above 85 dB(A) when the noisier jobs are
done or the louder tools are used by the workers in the normal course of their
job.

Many of the pneumatic hand tools used by employees of The Western States
Machine Company are of an older design with mufflers that are not as effective
as some of the newer models on the market. Also, as tools get older, they
tend to get louder due to worn bearings and bent shafts and other normal wear
and tear on the tool through repeated use. Management officials at

The Western States Machine Company are aware of this situation and are
actively pursuing pneumatic tool manufacturers who offer quieter designs.

Hearing protection devices (HPDs) are offered to employees who wish to wear
them. However, many employees were observed not wearing protection
during the NIOSH evaluation. An exception to this observation was some of
the employees performing noisy tasks which invoived pneumatic tools; they
did use HPDs when performing the loud work. Unfortunately, workers in the
immediate vicinity of the loud activity were observed without protection. It was
also noted during the survey that the company had issued a pair of ear muffs
to an employee that was not appropriate for the noise environment at the
facility. The ear muffs were developed for impulsive noise environments, e.q.,
gun fire noise, and not for steady-state noise.

CONCLUSIONS

The majority of the employees in the production areas of The Western States
Machine Company were found to have noise exposures that exceed the
NIOSH REL of 85 dB(A). Nineteen of the 26 sampled employees had noise
levels greater than the criterion. Additionally, 35% of the workers (9 of 26)
were measured with noise exposures that exceeded the OSHA action level for
hearing conservation requirements. Thus, it is concluded that a potential for
exposure to hazardous noise levels exists at this company.

The attempt by The Western States Machine Company to reduce noise in the
facility by replacement of the air compressor was a successful venture. The
measured sound levels emitted by the compressor barely exceeded the
background noise produced by other machines and equipment in the area.
This resuilted in the feeling of employees that the air compressor could not be
heard any longer over the noise produced by other operations.
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The practice of replacing noisy tools and equipment with quieter models
should be continued by management at The Western States Machine
Company. The replacement of the air compressor was seen by
interviewed employees as a success. The pursuit of finding pneumatic
hand tools that produce less noise should also be accepted by the
employees who use these tools. This replacement practice will eventually
reduce the number of tasks where workers will be required to wear HPDs
in the performance of certain jobs.
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