Case Study 4 - Work-Related Asthma from Cobalt Exposures While Grinding on Tungsten Carbide
A man in his 30’s who had smoked a quarter pack of cigarettes a day for 20 years became short of breath a few months after beginning to grind tungsten carbide. He had previously worked 10 years for the same company grinding steel. He was diagnosed with work-related asthma from exposure to cobalt found in tungsten carbide. He received workers’ compensation for his asthma. He was able to continue to work with medical restrictions that he not be exposed to cobalt.

The Michigan Occupational Safety and Health Administration (MIOSHA) initiated an inspection after being notified by Workers’ Compensation about the lung condition. The company received two citations related to cobalt exposure: 1) Four employees had a time weighted average above the .05 mg/m3 PEL; 2) An inadequate respiratory protection program because the written protection program was inadequate, there was no medical evaluation or fitness evaluation prior to wearing a respirator, and no fit testing. The company was also cited for not having a hearing conservation program, improper labeling of containers and improper completion of the OSHA log. Three other workers were identified during the inspection as having work-related breathing problems. A periodic medical surveillance program was recommended for workers with potential exposure to cobalt. 
