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HEARING CONSERVATION
About 15 million Americans have measurable hearing losses and millions more are exposed to on-the-job noise levels that may permanently damage their hearing.  In the past, workers accepted partial hearing loss as a cost of working in a noisy plant or on a production line.  Noise is now recognized as an occupational hazard that can cause temporary or permanent hearing loss, stress, and other physical problems.  Regulations governing the allowable levels of noise and hearing protection requirements for companies to provide employees have been issued by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA).  The regulations can be found in the Code of Federal Regulations, CFR Title 29, Part 1910.95.

Noise is any unwanted sound.  It is ear pollution.  Too much noise for long periods of time, or certain types of noise for even short periods of time can cause loss of hearing.  A little noise may be no harm at all, but did you know that excessive noise is a leading cause of hearing loss.  Disease, injury and age are others.

Sound is measured in two ways. (1) Frequency - the pitch - how high or low the sound is.  This is expressed in Cycles Per Second (CPS).  Most people can hear pitches between 20 CPS and 20,000 CPS.  (2) Intensity - the loudness of the sound.  This is expressed in units called Decibels (dB).  The more dBs, the louder the sound.  One decibel is the smallest unit of sound the average person can hear.  Intensity that exceeds an average of 85 dB over an eight-hour day may cause hearing loss.  According to OSHA standards, workers may not be exposed to more than an average 85 dB over an eight-hour period without hearing protection being provided.

  
Everyone is affected by excess noise to some degree depending on:

    Loudness                                Pitch

    Length of exposure                Surroundings

    Age                                        Previous ear trouble

    Distance from source             Position of source
Nobody is immune to long-term effects of noise.  Noises over 140 dB may cause pain (ex. Rocket launching pad, jet plane, or gunshot blast).  Continued exposure to noises over 90 dB during the average workday may eventually harm hearing (ex. Sandblasting, woodworking shop, punch press, or hydraulic press).  It is very important to keep track of your hearing by having it tested periodically.  An audiometric test is a procedure for checking a persons hearing.  Employers with facilities where noise exposure equals or exceeds an average of 85dB or more over an eight-hour day are required to provide their employees with audiometric testing.

Noise-caused hearing loss raises your hearing-threshold, the degree of loudness at which you first begin to hear.  With a TEMPORARY THRESHOLD SHIFT, industrial workers may not hear sound under 40 dB at the end of the day.  Most of the loss occurs in the first 2 hours of noise exposure.  Hearing bounces back within 2 hours after exposure to noise stops.  With  PERMANENT THRESHOLD SHIFT, there are usually no physical signs, ears appear normal and there is no pain or dizziness.  Early signs may be tinnitus (ringing in the ears), and slight muffling of sound.  Hearing no longer bounces back.  TRAUMATIC HEARING LOSS may be caused by sudden, single exposure to extremely high, loud noise.  This is less common than other types of hearing damage.  In an extra-noisy environment it is hard to hear people talk and that is a safety hazard in itself.  Noise may cause fatigue or distract attention from demanding or difficult tasks.  

Industry is constantly working to lower noise levels via quieter machines, maintenance and repair, noise dampers, sound barriers, etc.  When it is impossible to reduce noise output, personal protection is necessary.  Ear plugs are very effective but they must be carefully fitted and periodically checked.  Earmuffs protect all parts of the ear and offer the widest range of sound protection and dont require frequent adjustments. Take care of your hearing, it can not be replaced:

    Have regular professional care and hearing examinations.

    Wear the protective equipment required, (on-and-off-the job), in good condition.

    In case of accident or infection, get medical attention.

    Understand the fundamentals of hearing and sound.

LIKE HARD HATS OR SAFETY GLASSES--HEARING PROTECTORS MUST BE PUT TO WORK BY YOU TO BE EFFECTIVE.                                                                                                                                                                  APRIL 1999
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