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NOISE

WHAT IS IT?  Noise is any unwanted sound, or signal that is potentially harmful to the hearing mechanism.

WHERE IS IT?  Noise is common to all areas where industrial equipment is operated, near traffic areas (both aircraft and automobiles) and around the home.  There are few places you can go in this modern society to escape it.

WHAT IS THE HAZARD?  Any noise can be irritating but only loud noises are potentially hazardous.  High noise levels can cause:

     a.  Temporary Threshold Shift (TTS), temporary loss of hearing due to Hazardous Noise Exposure or Auditory fatigue.

     b. Permanent Threshold Shift (PTS), permanent loss of hearing due to prolonged exposure to hazardous noise. 

The effect of excessive noise on hearing is hearing loss or even deafness, which occurs when tiny hair cells in the inner ear become damaged.  Although auditory fatigue can disappear within a few hours after you leave the Hazardous Noise Area, repeated damage to hair cells in the inner ear becomes permanent - this condition cannot be improved with surgery or medication.  Hearing damage can be slow, much like sunburn that creeps upon you, or it can be due to one episode of high exposure.  One of the real problems with noise is that you do not necessarily feel the damage it is doing.  Discomfort from noise begins to occurs at about 120 decibels (dBA), while damage to hearing can begin to occur at 85 dBA.  Estimates vary widely, but somewhere between six and 16 million American workers are exposed to noise levels severe enough to cause permanent hearing damage.  The result may be diminished ability to understand conversational speech.

WHEN IS NOISE HAZARDOUS?  According to Air Force Standards, potentially hazardous noise exists if the intensity level in any situation exceeds 85 decibels.  You can determine potentially hazardous noise by employing the following rule:  If you have to shout at three feet, or talk in a loud voice at one foot to be understood, then you are probably in a Hazardous Noise Area.

HOW IS NOISE MEASURED?  Noise levels are measured on an instrument called a sound level meter.  It measures the disturbance in air or a sound pressure wave caused by a noise source.  The result is expressed in decibels weighted to correspond to the human ear response.

HOW IS IT CONTROLLED?  Control of hazardous noise is achieved three ways:

     Engineering Controls- reducing the amount of noise either at or from the source of the noise or the path of transmission from the source to the employee.

     Administrative controls- where the employee’s work schedule is varied or rotated to limit the duration of exposure to noise.

     Personal hearing protective devices- Earplugs and/or muffs used to reduce the amount of noise that enters the ear.  They should not constitute a safety hazard.  The use of hearing protection should actually make it easier to hear people talking in a Hazardous Noise Area.

While engineering design is the desirable method to control noise, it is not always feasible.  Personal hearing protection therefore, has received widespread acceptance as a practical alternative.  It is the supervisor’s responsibility to insure personal hearing protective devices are worn at all times when noise sources are operating in designated Hazardous Noise Areas, no matter the exposure time. (AFOSH 161-20).

Hearing loss from noise exposure is insidious.  It goes unnoticed because it occurs gradually usually over a period of years.  Once hearing loss caused by noise exposure becomes permanent, it is not medically correctable.

If you have any questions concerning the Hearing Conservation Program, please contact Public Health at 3-0243.                                     
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