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Hawks Nest Tunnel Disaster







Effects of Exposure to Respirable Crystalline Silica

▪Silicosis
▪Lung cancer
▪Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
▪Kidney and immune system disease



A Rapidly Growing Global Epidemic

Israel (1997) France (2017)
Spain (2009) Belgium (2018)
Italy (2012) China (2018)
United States (2014) Taiwan (2021
Australia (2015) United Kingdom (2023)





Silicosis Cases Rising Rapidly



How Many Engineered Stone Silicosis 
Cases are there in the US?

• No largescale screening activities in the US
• Victoria, Australia: all workers in “stone benchtop” 

industry offered screening
• Of 544 workers screened, 117 had silicosis, or 21.5% 
• It is estimated that 100,000+ workers are employed in 

approximately 10,000 US fabrication shops 
• Do the math….



Very Few of these Workers Receive 
Workers’ Compensation Benefits

Of 114 engineered stone silicosis cases in 
California, how many received workers’ 
compensation benefits?  

•8 (7%)
•Medi-Cal was the primary payer:  64%
•Uninsured or self pay:  15%
•Private insurance: 14%













Industries Granted Immunity from Litigation

• Government contractors (if following precise government 
specifications)

• Firearms manufacturers

• Tech platforms (under Section 230)

• Manufacturers of vaccines and "covered 
countermeasures"*

• Biomaterials (used in surgical implants)

• Beryllium products manufacturers*



“The real issue at the heart of this problem is 
unsafe workplaces; specifically, fabrication 
shops that are not following established OSHA 
regulations.”
-Industry witness







OSHA Silica Standard: Employer 
Requirements

• Determine amount of exposure
• Action level: 25μg/m3
• Permissible Exposure 

Limit: 50μg/m3

• Use dust controls and safer 
work measures

• Written exposure control plan
• Train workers on health effects
• Offer medical exams
• Keep records of exposures and 

medical exams



Flexibility for Dust Controls

Employers can use any dust or work practice controls 
to protect workers, such as: 

▪Water sprays
▪Enclosures
▪Vacuum dust collection systems
▪Prohibiting dry sweeping 







NIOSH Recommendations



Considerable Stakeholder Engagement

▪ Held 14 days of PUBLIC HEARINGS:

200+ STAKEHOLDERS  presented testimony 

▪ Accepted over 2,000 COMMENTS, 
totaling more than 34,000 pages

▪ OSHA considered all comments and 
made SUBSTANTIAL CHANGES





How does the OSHA Silica Standard Address 
Engineered Stone Countertops Work?





Cases Coming From Many Fabrication 
Shops







http://www.osha.gov/dsg/safer_chemicals











January 2025

Workers' compensation claims in Victoria (1991-2022) 



Victoria took legal action in 2019 & 2020

•Evidence that ventilation and PPE didn’t 
control exposure in engineered stone 
processing.
•2019 Victorian State Government prohibited 

dry processing of engineered stone 
•2020 a Licensing Scheme for businesses 

working with engineered stone introduced



Australian National Dust Disease Taskforce

•Australian Government set up a National Dust 
Disease Taskforce

• Included lung disease experts and regulators
•Collected evidence 
•Reported to the Federal Minister for Health and 

Aged Care 2021. 



RCS Exposure Levels Remained Too High

•A 2022 survey of Australian hygienists called for 
a nationally consistent approach to respirable 
crystalline silica
•Measured exposure to RCS was still high
•After the ban on dry cutting, 24% of jobs in the 

Victoria had exposure to dry cutting  of 
engineered stone, compared with 87% before 
ban



Australian National Government Response: 
2024

•Federal, state & territory governments agreed 
to prohibit the manufacture, supply, 
processing, and installation of engineered 
stone materials containing more than 1% 
crystalline silica. 
•  from 1 July 2024 in Victoria 
•  transition period until January 2025 

elsewhere in Australia



Short of Prohibiting Fabricating Engineered 
Stone Countertops, What Can Be Done Here?

•More OSHA Enforcement?

•Stronger OSHA Standards?

•Audit system?

•Product Stewardship



Product Stewardship

















If we do not stop exposure…..

•More workers will be sickened. Some will die.

•Many more lawsuits in more jurisdictions

• Insurance Coverage will run out

•Asbestos redux



Thank you for listening.
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