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SOLVENTS
USE
Solvents have many applications throughout industry for parts cleaning and finishing.  The principal routes of solvent exposure are through inhalation of the vapors and skin contact.
HEALTH EFFECTS
All solvents may have some effect on the central nervous system.  Exposure may also result in damage to the other organ systems of the body.  Therefore, IT IS NECESSARY TO OBTAIN INFORMATION CONCERNING THE SPECIFIC PROPERTIES AND HAZARDS OF THE SOLVENT (OR SOLVENT MIXTURE) in use.  A Material Safety Data Sheet (MSDS) on the solvent should contain this information (see Right to Know law - Act 80).  Sometimes the inhalation of solvent vapors may produce no discernible health effects, but may cause lack of coordination and drowsiness which may increase the risk of accidents. 

Even the most inert solvents can dissolve the skin's natural protective barrier of fats and oils.  When these natural lubricants are removed, the skin is subject to irritation, disabling and possibly disfiguring dermatitis, damage, and infection.
CONTROL
Control methods to limit employee exposure to solvents include:  the substitution of a less toxic solvent, local exhaust ventilation, and the use of protective clothing and/or respirators.  When employee exposures are above permissible exposure limits specified in the air contaminants rules (R325.51101-51108), then respirators may be used as a control only when engineering or administrative controls are not feasible, or while they are being implemented.  When respirators are required for health protection, a detailed, written respirator program must be established.  Rules 3501 and 3502 apply.

Substitution of a less toxic solvent or less volatile solvent is an effective method of controlling solvent exposure and reducing the hazard potential.  The substitution of a less toxic solvent does not imply that a health hazard has been eliminated; it only means that a worker is less likely to suffer ill effects.
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The use of closed systems and local exhaust ventilation is an effective means of preventing solvent vapors from entering the breathing zone of the worker.  Local exhaust ventilation removes vapors at their point of origin and thus prevents toxic concentrations of solvents in the workplace.  Containers of solvents must be covered when not in use.

PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT
Good personal hygiene is essential whenever solvents are used.  The skin must always be protected from contact with solvents.  Gloves, face shields or goggles, and other protective clothing are required where there is the chance of skin contact and splashes.  Barrier creams may offer some degree of skin protection.  The skin should never be washed with any organic solvent.  Although some solvents are less toxic than others, good safety and health practice dictate that care be exercised in the use of any organic industrial solvents.

Note:  This guide is intended for the benefit of the public and may not contain all of the information pertinent to a specific situation.  For further information, consult the Consultation Education and Training Division.
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