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Wood dust is created when machines are used to cut, shape, or smooth wood materials. Industries 
that have a high risk of wood-dust exposure include sawmills, planer mills, dimension mills, furniture 
industries, cabinet makers, and carpenters. Wood dust can present both health and safety hazards. 

Health Hazards/Effects
 Wood dust is classified  as a hazardous chemical 
that is subject to the Hazard Communication 
standard. Health effects associated with exposure 
to wood dust include dermatitis and allergic 
respiratory reactions. Workers  sensitized to 
wood dust can suffer  severe allergic reactions 
(such as asthma) after repeated exposures. Other 
symptoms include eye irritation, nasal dryness 
and obstruction, prolonged colds, and frequent 
headaches. 
Biological contaminants such as the molds and 
fungi often found growing on the bark of trees, 
also can cause health problems. The natural 
chemicals in the wood that appear to be associ-
ated with allergic reactions are found in the inner 
parts of the tree or heartwood.
Cancers have been associated with wood dust 
exposure, and both hardwood and softwood dust 
are potentially carcinogenic to humans. Cancers 
associated with wood dust exposure are nasal 
and sinus-cavity cancer, lung and other cancers, 
and Hodgkin’s disease. 
Wood can contain chemical contaminants. These 
may include herbicides, pesticides, or other 
chemicals to assist in preservation of the wood. 
Common wood preservatives are arsenic, chro-
mium, copper, pentachlorophenol, and creosote. 
Processing treated wood may generate wood 
dusts that contain those chemicals, compound-
ing the potential health effects.
Workers in oriented strand board (OSB) manu-
facturing facilities may be exposed to methylene 
diisocyanate (MDI) and phenol-formaldehyde, 
which presents health hazards that must be 
addressed.

Safety Hazards
Each year, facilities are severely damaged or 
destroyed by wood-dust fires and explosions. 
Concentrations of small dust particles in the air 
can form a mixture that will explode if ignited. 
These concentrations occur frequently in dust-
extraction equipment.  Explosions can  dislodge 
deposits of dust on walls, floors and ledges. 
These dislodged deposits can then ignite, 
causing secondary explosions. 
Wood dust  burns readily if ignited. Fires can 
be started by badly maintained heating units, 
overheated electric motors, electric sparks, static 
electricity, and sparks from other sources such 
as open wood-burning stoves or cigarettes.
Wood dust on the floor can cause tripping or 
slipping. Vision can be impaired  by airborne 
dust generated during wood processing.
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The Standards and Technical Resources Section of Oregon OSHA produced this fact sheet to highlight our programs, policies, or standards.  
The information is from the field staff, research by the technical resources staff, and published materials.  We urge readers to consult the 
actual rules as this fact sheet information is not as detailed.
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Resources: 
For the full text of Oregon OSHA rules for personal protec-
tive equipment, hazard communication, and air contami-
nates, refer to OAR 437, Division 2/I and 2/Z;  Division 
3/E, 3/D, and 3/Z; Division 4/I and 4/Z; Division 5, Mari-
time Activities (1915/I, 1917/E, and 1918/J); Division 7/D, 
Personal Protective Equipment and Programs. Substance-
specific standards are located on Oregon OSHA’s Web site, 
www.orosha.org. (Rules/Laws)

Related resource  
www.cbs.state.or.us/external/osha/pdf/pds/pd-233.pdf 
www.cdc.gov/niosh/userguid.html
www.cbs.state.or.us/external/osha/pdf/pubs/3330.pdf

Safe Work Practices
 Methods to minimize wood dust levels:  
•	 Employ good housekeeping practices.
•	 Do NOT use compressed air to clean work  

surfaces. Sweep or vacuum the dust.
•	 Use local exhaust ventilation to capture and 

remove dust from woodworking equipment. 
•	  Maintain dust control equipment properly.
•	 Use wet methods where appropriate to  

minimize dust generation
•	 Use respiratory protection when other control 

measures do not reduce exposures below the 
permissible limits or are not feasible.

•	 Provide other personal protective equipment, 
such as gloves, overalls, and eye protection  
as necessary.
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