
LESSONS LEARNED

Portable Pump Operations and Hearing Protection
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Background:  
Portable pumps like the gas-powered Mark 3 can be as loud as chainsaws. In training and in use, the duration of exposure to the noise they produce may be shorter than running a chainsaw in normal use. The noise produced by the priming pumps on water tenders and engines can be even louder and of even shorter duration. However, even short exposures to higher noise levels can cause hearing damage.
In chainsaw operations, the swamper will be exposed to lesser sound levels (and potential injury from noise) based on the distance from the source of the noise. In portable pump operations, the muffler points away from the pump operator, exposing the assistant handling the drafting hose to higher noise levels.

To be effective in hearing conservation, the proper hearing protection must be selected, it must be worn and it must be used properly. Noise Reduction Ratings (NRR) provided by manufacturers of PPE should be reduced by 50% for formable earplugs according to NIOSH based on the actual noise reduction achieved through use. Higher sound levels may required doubling up of hearing protection, such as using both ear plugs and muffs.
The proper use of formable earplugs involves rolling the plugs to shape, straightening the ear canal, inserting to an adequate depth and allowing time for the plug to expand for a good fit. This is a two-handed operation. PPE such as gloves and hardhats, and handling of other equipment makes inserting earplugs more difficult.

Hearing damage can occur and protection must be worn above 85 decibels (dB). At 100 dB, an effective NRR of 15 would be required. Noise reductions can also be achieved by increasing distance from the noise source. Overall noise exposures can be managed by moving away from the source when possible.

Noise exposure at work or off-the-job can damage your inner ear, resulting in hearing loss which is: Painless, Progressive, Permanent and …. Preventable.
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Lesson(s) Learned:
· Identify, stock and carry the type of hearing protection to be used and have it available at all times ready for use.
· Anticipate the need for hearing protection so you are ready, even for those short duration noise events.

· When you must shout to be heard from about 3 feet away, the sound level is probably about 85 dB and hearing protection should be worn.

· Recognize that PPE such as gloves and hard hats can interfere with inserting earplugs and prevent achieving a good fit to maximize hearing protection.

· Formable plugs must be compressed, rolled and inserted well into the ear canal … and allowed the time to slowly expand to provide a snug fit and the greatest level of noise reduction.
· The shape of ear plugs after use can indicate how effectively they were inserted.

· Mark 3 pumps at the operator’s ear produce sound levels of 105 dB. At 3 feet from the muffler side the sound level is at 109 dB.

· At about 20 feet from a portable pump, the sound level drops to about 85 dB.

· If you will be closer than 20 feet from a portable pump operation or near pump priming at engines or water tenders, you should be wearing hearing protection.

· Employees exposed to an 8-hour, time weighted average of 85 dB are considered to be at risk of hearing loss and must be in a hearing loss prevention program.

· Audiometric Testing is part of a hearing conservation program and includes baseline testing, as well as repeated annual testing. Participate in the testing program annually.
· The results of annual audiometric testing can be used to inform you of inadequate hearing protection and hearing loss taking place.

· Life is loud and off-the-job noise exposures can also cause hearing loss.
· Crowd noise at sporting events, live music events, your i-Pod, your Harley, power tools, gas powered mowers, gunshots and aircraft can all be above 85 dB and be causes of hearing loss.

· Even short exposures to higher noise levels can cause hearing loss damage.

· Remember the ringing in your ears after rock concerts ? …. Not a good sign ! 
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