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A journey to competence

Industry Perspective

Construction accounts for 5% of employees in the 
UK but also for 31% of UK fatal accidents.

The construction industry is a major source of 
pollution, responsible for around 4% of particulate 
emissions. All trades in construction encounter Dust.

The total cost of workplace injury and ill health in the 
construction industry for 2012/13 equated to 
£1.1 billion. 

The construction industry has the largest burden of 
occupational cancer amongst the industrial sectors, 
over 40% of the occupational cancer deaths and 
cancer registrations were from construction in 
2013/14.

2.3 million, working days lost in construction due to 
fatalities and serious illness in 2011/12.

There were on average around 85 new cases of 
occupational asthma reported in 2013.

There are on average around 110 new cases of dust-
related skin disease each year.

Competence is skills, knowledge 
AND behaviour

Most accidents are caused by people and 
competence can be improved with a little more 
thought in three areas:

•  Self-awareness: where operatives consider 
themselves and their personal role in the 
process

•  Situational awareness: where the unexpected 
is considered, for example, when working in 
unfamiliar surroundings

•  Risk awareness: which requires a broader 
appreciation of risk beyond standard 
assessment.



Dust control top ten tips

Dust causes thousands of deaths and serious illness every year.

Here are the top ten tips to control exposure:

1.   If dust creation is likely, conduct a 
risk assessment. Always think – avoid, 
prevent, minimise

2.   Use tools with extraction systems to 
extract dust at source

3.   Use water suppression equipment to stop 
dust becoming airborne

4.   Temporary polythene sheet systems can 
contain the spread of dust

5.   Avoid creating dust in enclosed spaces 
which can increase risk

6.   Use the correct PPE and ensure it fits 
properly

7.   Don’t sweep-up. This releases dust into the 
air. Use an application Class (H) or (M) filter 
dust extractor unit

8.   The most dangerous dust is invisible. Use 
dust monitoring equipment

9.   PPE is important but it is your last line of 
defence

10.  You have a duty of care to protect yourself 
and others. Look after your mates.
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What is dust?

There are three main types of Construction Dust: 

•  Silica dust – created when working on silica- 
containing materials like concrete, mortar and 
sandstone (known as Respirable Crystalline Silica 
or RCS).

•  Wood dust – created when working on softwood, 
hardwood and wood-based products like MDF and 
plywood.

•  Lower toxicity dusts – created when working 
on materials containing very little or no silica. 
The most common include gypsum (e.g. in 
plasterboard), limestone, marble and dolomite.

Regularly breathing construction dust can cause 
diseases like lung cancer, asthma, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD which includes emphysema 
and other breathing difficulties) and silicosis. 

RCS is the second biggest killer of construction 
workers after asbestos.



Dust is deadly Wood dust 
Nasal cancer and asthma

Asbestos 
Mesothelioma lung 
cancer, asbestosis

Welding fumes 
and sprays 
Chronic Obstructive 
Pulmonary Disease 
(COPD) and asthma

Stone (silica) dust 
Lung cancer, silicosis, 
Chronic Obstructive 
Pulmonary Disease 
(COPD)
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1. Block Splitter  2. Cordless Nail Gun  3. Magnum Shears 
4. 100v Pipe Jointing Tool

Three-stage risk assessment

1. Avoid 

Establish whether you can carry out the task in 
a way that does not create dust.

Risk assessment is a legal requirement and the 
HSE suggests a three-stage approach:

Avoid, Prevent and Minimise.
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1. Dust Extractor Unit  2. 110v Wallchasing Machine  3. Diamond Grinder  4. Welding Fumes Extractor  5. Wheeled Poly Trolley 
6. Diamond Drilling Rig  7. Heavy-Duty Masonry Saw  8. Floor Saw

2. Prevent 

If you can’t avoid dust creation, you must do everything practically possible to prevent exposure 
with adequate control measures. Use tools with dust extraction equipment that remove dust at 
source and/or dust suppression systems.



3. Minimise 

If you cannot prevent exposure, you must 
reduce it to as low a level as is reasonably 
practical.

1. Air Cube  2. Washer Bowser  3. Zip Wall  4. PPE
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8,000 people die a year from 
dust related illnesses*
*Source: HSE
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