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Pneumatic is defined as containing or operated by air or gas under pressure. This pressure or energy is often used in the workplace to operate tools such as spraying devices, power washers, and other machinery. 

Air can also be used as a tool by itself. Air under pressure directed at items is often used for cleaning everything from keyboards to large pieces of equipment. Air under pressure in a tire makes it a functional part of any vehicle. But this energy can pose occupational safety and health risks causing serious injuries, especially if used improperly. Due to the risks associated with pneumatic energy, it is imperative you receive proper training on any equipment you use, prior to conducting any job tasks and/or operating the equipment.
Special care must be taken when using air pressure for cleaning. It should never be used to clean the body or brush dirt from clothing. Compressed air can enter the blood stream through a break in the skin or through a body opening. If an air bubble enters the blood stream, it can cause coma, paralysis or death depending upon its size, duration and location. Using air pressure for cleaning is regulated by OSHA in the United States pressure. It must be adjusted to ≤30 psi. In most provinces in Canada, it’s ≤10 psi.  Some Provinces prohibit its use altogether. A more common hazard with using air to clean is flying debris, dirt and dust particles. Making these contaminants airborne create hazardous projectiles and possible respiratory hazards. Always use appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE) and a "quiet" nozzle (i.e. one with low noise emission).

Any hoses carrying air under pressure must be connected securely to prevent separation. Check the manufacturer's specifications for the safe air pressure. Exceeding the ranges for a hose, valve or fitting may cause a dangerous blowout in the hose or connection point. If the hose has a diameter of more than one-half inch, the air supply line must be equipped with a safety valve to shut off the pressure when the hose fails. 
Working with tools that use pneumatic energy presents several additional dangers. The main one is the danger of getting hit by one of the tool's attachments or by some kind of fastener the worker is using with the tool. Never point tools toward anyone or dead-end" it against yourself or anyone else. Be sure to check that tools are fastened securely to the hose to prevent them from becoming disconnected. A short wire or positive locking device attaching the air hose to the tool will serve as an added safeguard. Screens can be set up to protect nearby workers from flying fragments around chippers, riveting guns, staplers, or air drills. Another danger is noise. When working with noisy tools such as jackhammers requires proper, use effective hearing protection.

It is imperative to be aware that when you have finished using any pneumatic tool or compressed gas lines shut off valves. You should always vent remaining air pressure from any device after use to ensure the residual energy is removed. When servicing pneumatic equipment follow proper hazardous energy control procedures including disconnecting them from the energy source or performing lockout/tagout. 


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Identify some devices that use pneumatic potential energy.

Name the more sensitive areas of the body for exposure to pneumatic potential energy.

What is the OSHA threshold for air pressure directed at body openings?

What should you do to remove residual energy from a pneumatic system?
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