
Housekeeping  Best  Practices
to Prevent Airborne Hazards:
A Comprehensive Guide for OHS
Managers

Maintaining a clean and organized workplace is fundamental to
ensuring employee health and safety. Effective housekeeping
not only enhances the overall work environment but also plays
a crucial role in preventing airborne hazards that can lead to
respiratory issues and other health concerns. For Occupational
Health and Safety (OHS) managers, implementing best practices
in housekeeping is essential to mitigate these risks. This
comprehensive  guide  explores  regulatory  standards,  best
practices, common mistakes, and real-world examples of OHS
fines and fatalities related to airborne hazards.  

Understanding  Airborne  Hazards  in
the Workplace 
Airborne hazards refer to contaminants present in the air that
can  be  inhaled  by  workers,  potentially  causing  health
problems. These hazards include dust, fumes, vapours, mists,
and biological agents such as mold and bacteria. Prolonged
exposure to airborne hazards can lead to respiratory diseases,
allergic  reactions,  and  other  serious  health  issues.
Therefore, controlling these hazards is a critical component
of workplace safety. 
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Regulatory  Standards  for  Airborne
Hazards in Canada 
In Canada, workplace safety regulations are governed by both
federal and provincial legislation. The Canada Occupational
Health  and  Safety  Regulations  (SOR/86-304)  outline  the
responsibilities of employers to protect workers from airborne
hazards. Specifically, Part XIV of these regulations addresses
the handling of hazardous substances, emphasizing the need for
proper  ventilation,  use  of  personal  protective  equipment
(PPE), and regular monitoring of air quality.  

Additionally,  the  Maritime  Occupational  Health  and  Safety
Regulations mandate that if there is a hazard of an airborne
hazardous substance or an oxygen-deficient atmosphere in a
workplace, the employer must provide appropriate respiratory
protective devices.  

Provincial regulations may have additional requirements. For
example,  British  Columbia’s  Occupational  Health  and  Safety
Regulation  includes  specific  provisions  for  controlling
exposure  to  airborne  contaminants  through  engineering
controls,  administrative  controls,  and  PPE.   

Best Practices for Housekeeping to
Prevent Airborne Hazards 
Implementing  robust  housekeeping  practices  is  a  primary
defense against airborne hazards. Key strategies include: 

Regular Cleaning and Maintenance1.

Surface  Cleaning:  Regularly  clean  all  workplace
surfaces, including floors, walls, and equipment,
to  prevent  the  accumulation  of  dust  and  other
particulates. Using damp cloths or mops can help
minimize the dispersion of dust into the air.  



Ventilation  Systems:  Ensure  that  ventilation
systems  are  in  good  working  order.  Regular
maintenance and cleaning of these systems prevent
the  buildup  and  circulation  of  airborne
contaminants.  

Proper Waste Management2.

Prompt  Disposal:  Dispose  of  waste  materials
promptly  and  appropriately  to  prevent  the
decomposition  or  dispersion  of  hazardous
substances.  

Designated Containers: Use designated containers
for  different  types  of  waste,  ensuring  that
hazardous waste is separated and handled according
to safety regulations. 

Use of Appropriate Cleaning Methods3.

Avoid Dry Sweeping: Dry sweeping can stir up dust
and  other  particulates,  increasing  the  risk  of
inhalation.  Instead,  use  wet  methods  or  vacuum
cleaners equipped with High-Efficiency Particulate
Air (HEPA) filters to capture and contain airborne
particles.  

Specialized  Equipment:  In  areas  where  hazardous
materials  are  present,  utilize  specialized
cleaning  equipment  designed  to  handle  specific
contaminants safely. 

Control of Humidity and Moisture4.

Leak Repairs: Fix water leaks as soon as possible
to prevent the growth of mold and mildew, which
can become airborne and pose health risks. 

Humidity  Control:  Maintain  appropriate  humidity
levels  to  discourage  the  proliferation  of
biological  contaminants.  



Employee Training and Awareness5.

Education Programs: Implement training programs to
educate employees about the sources and dangers of
airborne hazards, as well as the importance of
housekeeping in preventing them. 

Reporting Systems: Establish clear protocols for
employees  to  report  potential  hazards  or
housekeeping  issues  that  could  contribute  to
airborne contamination.

Common Mistakes Leading to Airborne
Hazards 
Despite  the  best  intentions,  certain  common  mistakes  can
undermine efforts to control airborne hazards. 

Inconsistent Cleaning Schedules: Irregular cleaning can
lead to the buildup of dust and other contaminants. 

Improper  Storage  of  Materials:  Storing  materials
improperly  can  lead  to  spills  or  the  release  of
hazardous  substances  into  the  air.  

Neglecting Ventilation Maintenance: Failing to regularly
inspect and maintain ventilation systems can result in
poor air quality. 

Overlooking Employee Training: Without proper training,
employees  may  not  understand  the  importance  of
housekeeping  practices  or  how  to  implement  them
effectively.  

Integrating  Housekeeping  into  the



Hierarchy of Controls 
The hierarchy of controls is a framework used to minimize or
eliminate exposure to hazards. Housekeeping practices align
with several levels of this hierarchy: 

Engineering Controls: Proper maintenance of ventilation
systems  and  the  use  of  HEPA-filtered  vacuums  are
engineering  controls  that  remove  hazards  from  the
workplace. 

Administrative  Controls:  Establishing  cleaning
schedules,  waste  disposal  protocols,  and  training
programs  are  administrative  controls  that  reduce  the
risk of exposure to airborne hazards. 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE): In situations where
engineering  and  administrative  controls  are  not
sufficient,  providing  appropriate  PPE,  such  as
respirators,  can  offer  additional  protection  to
workers.  

Real-World  Examples  of  OHS  Fines
and Fatalities 
Neglecting proper housekeeping and failing to control airborne
hazards can have devastating consequences, including severe
health impacts, significant fines, and loss of life. Across
Canada, there have been numerous incidents highlighting the
critical  importance  of  rigorous  housekeeping  standards  in
preventing  airborne  hazards.  Below  are  several  notable
examples that underscore these risks. 

Combustible Dust Explosion in an Alberta Wood Processing1.
Facility

In  Alberta,  inadequate  housekeeping  resulted  in  a  deadly
combustible dust explosion at a wood processing plant. Over



time, fine wood dust had accumulated extensively throughout
the facility, largely due to irregular cleaning practices and
inadequate  dust  control  measures.  Eventually,  this  buildup
created a highly explosive atmosphere. Tragically, a spark
ignited  the  accumulated  dust,  triggering  a  devastating
explosion that led to multiple fatalities and severe injuries
among workers. 

Following  this  incident,  the  company  faced  extensive
investigations by provincial safety authorities and was fined
heavily for failing to meet Occupational Health and Safety
(OHS)  standards.  They  were  also  required  to  implement
comprehensive safety and housekeeping improvements to prevent
similar  incidents  in  the  future.  This  case  dramatically
highlights  how  even  routine  housekeeping  practices—such  as
regular cleaning of dust—can prevent catastrophic outcomes. 

Asbestos Exposure in a Renovation Project2.

Another critical case involved a renovation company in Alberta
that was prosecuted under the province’s Occupational Health
and  Safety  Act  due  to  inadequate  handling  and  cleanup  of
asbestos-containing  materials.  During  renovations,  asbestos
fibers  were  inadvertently  released  into  the  workplace  air
because proper containment, removal, and cleaning protocols
were  neglected.  Employees,  unaware  of  the  risk,  inhaled
airborne asbestos, which can lead to life-threatening diseases
such as mesothelioma and asbestosis. 

The company received substantial fines and faced significant
remediation costs. The provincial government mandated rigorous
asbestos  management  and  housekeeping  procedures,  including
mandatory  worker  training,  detailed  asbestos  abatement
protocols, and regular air-quality monitoring. This incident
underscores the essential role that meticulous housekeeping
and  adherence  to  safety  protocols  play  when  dealing  with
hazardous airborne contaminants. 



Chronic  Silica  Dust  Exposure  in  the  Construction3.
Industry

In a construction-related incident, a Canadian company faced
legal  action  after  multiple  workers  developed  silicosis—a
severe and incurable lung disease—from inhaling silica dust at
a worksite. The company had neglected essential housekeeping
and  dust  control  measures,  such  as  using  wet  cutting
techniques,  providing  adequate  ventilation,  and  regularly
cleaning  accumulated  silica  dust.  These  oversights  led
directly to employees being exposed to harmful airborne silica
particles daily. 

The health consequences were severe, resulting in long-term
respiratory impairment for affected workers. Subsequently, the
company  faced  hefty  fines  and  was  required  by  regulatory
authorities to implement rigorous housekeeping and air quality
monitoring  programs,  along  with  mandatory  training  and
respiratory protection for workers. This case is a powerful
reminder  that  airborne  hazards  resulting  from  poor
housekeeping practices can have lifelong health consequences
for workers. 

Mold Infestation Leading to Health Issues in an Office4.
Building

In  another  notable  example,  an  Alberta  office  building
experienced a severe mold infestation, stemming from prolonged
water leaks that had gone unnoticed or ignored, combined with
insufficient cleaning and maintenance practices. Over time,
mold  spores  spread  through  the  air,  leading  employees  to
develop  respiratory  issues,  allergic  reactions,  and  other
health problems. 

The provincial investigation revealed that building management
had failed to properly address moisture issues, had neglected
routine maintenance, and lacked proper cleaning protocols. The
organization faced significant fines and regulatory scrutiny,



was  required  to  undertake  an  expensive  mold  remediation
project,  and  had  to  implement  ongoing  maintenance  and
monitoring  programs  to  prevent  recurrence.  

This  incident  emphasizes  how  inadequate  housekeeping  and
maintenance can lead directly to biological airborne hazards,
affecting  worker  health,  productivity,  and  ultimately  an
organization’s bottom line and reputation. 

Lessons  Learned  from  These
Incidents 
Each of these real-world examples vividly demonstrates the
severe  consequences  that  can  arise  from  inadequate
housekeeping practices. They highlight several key lessons: 

Regular  Cleaning  is  Essential:  Routine  cleaning  of
workplaces, especially areas prone to dust, mold, or
other  contaminants,  is  not  merely  cosmetic—it’s  a
critical safety practice. 

Proper Handling and Containment of Hazardous Materials:
Strict  protocols  must  be  followed  for  hazardous
materials  like  asbestos  and  silica,  including  proper
storage, containment, and disposal. 

Ventilation  and  Engineering  Controls:  Maintaining
efficient  ventilation  systems  and  adopting  effective
engineering controls significantly reduce the risk of
airborne contaminants. 

Employee  Training  and  Awareness:  Regular  training
ensures workers recognize hazards and understand their
roles in maintaining workplace safety standards. 

Proactive  Inspection  and  Maintenance:  Regular
inspections and prompt remediation of issues, such as
leaks or damaged equipment, prevent hazardous conditions



from developing. 

These  examples  underscore  that  diligent  housekeeping  and
comprehensive preventive practices are not optional—they are
essential elements of workplace safety and legal compliance.
OHS managers must prioritize rigorous housekeeping practices
to  safeguard  employee  health,  protect  organizational
integrity, and mitigate legal and financial risks associated
with airborne hazards. 

Conclusion 
Effective housekeeping is a vital component in the prevention
of airborne hazards in the workplace. By implementing regular
cleaning  routines,  proper  waste  management,  appropriate
cleaning methods, moisture control, and comprehensive employee
training, OHS managers can significantly reduce the risk of
airborne contaminants. Adhering to regulatory standards and
learning from past incidents further reinforce the importance
of these practices. Integrating these strategies within the
hierarchy  of  controls  ensures  a  safer  and  healthier  work
environment for all employees. 


