Federal OSHA’S Standard on Hexavalent Chromium

General Information & Recommended Respiratory Protection
OSHA published the final rule on Hexavalent Chromium (Cr(VI)) in the Federal Register on February 28, 2006.  The standard covers occupational exposure to hexavalent chromium in general industry (29 CFR 1910.1026), construction (29 CFR 1926.1126), and shipyards (29 CFR 1915.1026).

The standard lowers the Permissible Exposure Limit (PEL) for hexavalent chromium from 52 to 5 micrograms per cubic meter, as an 8-hour time weighted average.  The standard addresses provisions relating to control measures, respiratory protection, protective work clothing and equipment, hygiene areas and practices, medical surveillance, hazard communication and recordkeeping.

What are the due dates for compliance with the standard?

The standard went into effect May 30, 2006.  For most industries, for employers with 20 or more employees, compliance with all aspects of the standard, except engineering controls, was required by November 27, 2006.  For employers with 19 or fewer employees, the compliance deadline is May 30, 2007.  For metal and surface-finishing operations*, with the exception of chemical additions, preparations and mixing, tank cleaning and painting operations, the requirement to comply with the PEL of 5 micrograms per cubic meter through the use of respiratory protection has been delayed until December 31, 2008; however, the interim “respiratory threshold” of 20 micrograms per cubic meter must be met by November 27, 2006 and the interim “respiratory threshold” of 12.5 micrograms per cubic meter must be met by December 1, 2007 . Compliance with engineering control provisions is required for all industries by May 31, 2010.
What is hexavalent chromium? 
Chromium is a naturally occurring metal that appears in various states.  The hexavalent chromium versions are mostly man-made and are widely used in the chemical industry as ingredients and catalysts in pigments, metal plating and chemical synthesis.  Hexavalent chromium is a corrosion inhibitor.  Major health effects of chronic overexposure to hexavalent chromium compounds are lung cancer, nose and skin ulcers, and dermatitis.
Who is exposed to hexavalent chromium?

OSHA estimates 558,000 workers are exposed to hexavalent chromium. Industrial activities associated with hexavalent chromium exposures include manufacture of stainless steel, welding of metals containing chromium, especially stainless steel, automotive and aircraft painting, application of strontium chromium coatings to aerospace parts, chrome plating, electroplating and other surface coating processes.  In construction, removal of lead chromate paints and traffic painting may result in exposure to hexavalent chromium.  
Are there any exclusions?

Yes, Portland Cement, which is used in construction, is excluded.

What is the recommended respirator type for protection against hexavalent chromium?

For air purifying respirators, any 42 CFR 84 NIOSH approved particulate filter will do, but the type of facepiece--half mask or full face mask—depends on the exposure level.  

 

For a PEL of 5 micrograms per cubic meter, a half mask respirator equipped with a NIOSH approved filter will be good up to an exposure level of  50 micrograms per cubic meter (Maximum Use Concentration) and a full face mask respirator equipped with a NIOSH approved filter will be good up to 250 micrograms per cubic meter (Maximum Use Concentration), as long as the full face mask respirator is quantitatively fit tested (up to 50 micrograms per cubic meter if the full face mask is qualitatively fit-tested).  
The 42CFR84 filter for the air purifying respirator may be the N, R, or P type with 95,99, or 99.97% efficiency.  The filter type depends on likelihood of oil present in the air—N is only for situations where oil is not likely to be present, but R and P can be used when oil is present (difference between R and P filters is how long they can be used in the presence of oil).  
Exposure monitoring (“scheduled monitoring option”) or the use of objective data (“performance-oriented option”) must be used to estimate the exposure level.  

*Note: The Surface Finishing Industry Council’s legal challenge to the OSHA Hexavalent Chromium Standard has been settled.  An alternate compliance plan has been established for metal and surface-finishing operations at eligible facilities.   (details in October 30, 2006 Federal Register 71-63238-63245)
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