Protecting Your Skin On The Job
Your skin works hard to protect your body by repelling germs, wind, cold, and heat.  However, some hazardous substances can enter through pores or even penetrate your skin.

Your skin consists of two-layers – the epidermis, the top layer that you see, and the dermis, the under layer with nerve endings and sweat glands.  It is important to learn what can harm your skin and how to protect it.
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· Keep your body and work clothes clean.

· Make sure your work area and changing area are clean.

· Use protective clothing, equipment, and creams.

· [image: image2.wmf]Tell your supervisor or health care professional about any pre-existing skin condition, as this could make you prone to other skin problems. 
Common Causes of Skin Problems

· Mechanical Causes.  Cuts and other wounds let bacteria in and can lead to infection.  Vibrations from pneumatic tools or machines can cause skin injuries.

· Chemical Causes:  
· Primary irritants.  Solvents, detergents and soaps often cause red, itchy skin or blisters after exposure to these substances.

· Corrosives. Acids or bases can burn your skin on contact.

· [image: image3.wmf]Photosensitizers, like tetracycline, are chemicals that make your skin sensitive to the sun.

· Systemic poisons, such as hydrocarbon solvents, actually enter your body through the skin and can cause an allergic reaction.

· Allergic Sensitizers.  You can develop an allergic reaction to some substances, such as chromates or nickel.  This can happen after one large exposure or repeated small exposures and causes redness, rashes, hives, swelling, blistering, or scaling.

Physical Causes

· Heat from the sun, furnaces, or hot materials can bring on skin problems due to irritation from perspiration.

· Cold makes skin dry and chapped and more sensitive to irritants.  Frostbite can destroy the skin.

· Biological agents  Bacteria, fungi, insects, or viruses can cause skin problems like ringworm or athlete’s foot.  Those who work with meet, fruits or grains are exposed to fungus diseases.

· Botanical agents.  Some people are allergic to specific chemicals in plants.  Poisonous plants such as poison ivy are well-known examples of plants that cause skin disease.
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Your employer must provide you with protective clothing and equipment.  However, it doesn’t  help protect you from skin problems unless you use it.

Wear and take care of your protective clothing.  If there are any rips or holes, repair them.  Store protective clothing away from your street clothes.

Use the clothing recommended for the type of hazardous substances you work with.  Choose it using your company’s policy, manufacturers’ guidelines, and the material safety data sheet (MSDS) instructions.  Some chemicals can go right through the material in street clothes into your skin.  Splashes can get through holes or rips and run down your sleeves or pant legs.

Wear long gloves to protect your hands and arms if you work with chemicals.  Ask your supervisor to make sure you have the gloves approved for working with your specific chemicals.  Use disposable cotton liners to absorb perspiration.

If you work in an area with liquids, vapors, or fumes, wear protective boots, aprons, gloves, and eye protection.

Protective creams and lotions “coat” your skin, making it harder for bacteria or hazardous substances to enter it.  Some creams repel water-soluble irritants like acids or alkalines.  Be sure to apply these creams to clean skin and wash off and dry thoroughly after work.

Make sure there is good ventilation when hazardous substances are being used.

Keep Yourself Clean[image: image5.wmf]
· Abrasions should be immediately washed, treated with an antiseptic, and bandaged.

· Shower after working with chemicals.

· Change from your work clothes (even your underwear) every day.

· If working with chemicals, keep work clothing separate from street clothing.

If you are exposed to skin irritants:

· [image: image6.wmf]Remove contaminated clothing while showering, if possible.

· Remove clothing from top to bottom, touching only the inside so you won’t expose more skin to the irritants.

· Wash the skin that was exposed with soap and water for at least 15 minutes.  
· Wash all exposed parts of your body, including your hair.

· Report any symptoms, such as crustiness, itching, pain, swelling, redness, or anything unusual, to your medical department or doctor immediately.

Remember, your skin protects you, but you must protect your skin!

