
Decades of Expert Recommendations on Respirable Crystalline Silica 

Experts in the federal government and private industry have repeatedly stressed the hazard of respirable 

silica and counseled the Department of Labor (DOL) to adopt more stringent protections for silica 

exposure over the course of more than 50 years: 

 

• 1974:  The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) first recommended to 

DOL that it should slash the Permissible Exposure Limit (PEL) for silica from 100 µg/m3 to 50 

µg/m3.1 

• 1987:  The International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) concluded that crystalline silica is 

probably carcinogenic to humans.2 

• 1991:  The U.S. National Toxicology Program (NTP) concluded that silica is reasonably anticipated 

to be a human carcinogen.3 

• 1995:  NIOSH reiterated its 1974 recommendation.4 

• 1996:  IARC concluded more definitively that silica is carcinogenic.5 

• 1996:  A DOL advisory committee recommended that MSHA should adopt separate standards for 

coal dust in general and silica specifically, and it also urged a decrease in allowable exposure to 

respirable silica.6 

• 1999:  The NTP concluded that respirable silica is a known human carcinogen.7 

• 2000: The American Conference of Governmental Industrial Hygienists (ACGIH) listed respirable 

silica as a suspected human carcinogen and lowered its threshold limit value (TLV) to 50 µg/m3.8 

• 2006:  ACGIH lowered its TLV to 25 µg/m3.9 

• 2011:  NIOSH repeated its 1995 recommendations.10 

• 2016:  The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) adopted a final rule lowering 

the PEL for respirable silica in non-mine workplaces from 100 µg/m3 to 50 µg/m3.11  

• 2020:  DOL’s Inspector General reported that MSHA is not sufficiently protecting coal miners from 

exposure to respirable silica because its current standards are out of date, its sampling protocols are 

too infrequent to detect mines creating excessive silica risks for miners, and it lacks a standalone 

silica standard enabling it to cite silica exposures independent of coal mine dust.12 
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