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Blacksmithing and Safety

by Dave Smucker
Not safety glasses again!  How many times have you had something to say about safety glasses?  Well, a lot, but I'm not sure some blacksmiths are listening.  So here are a few more comments.

First, let's talk about risk, types of injury and severity.  When I think about injuries to blacksmiths, I think about various types of injuries and how likely they are to occur and how severe or serious is the injury.  If we multiply these factors then we can look at the impact they have on us.
My first grouping of injuries is to the eye.  They may not be real common but the impact is very high.  Loss of sight, even in one eye has a big effect on how we can do the craft of blacksmithing.
My second group of injuries are to the hand were we have severe cuts, smashing, or amputation.  The severity of this type of injury can be very high and present long-term limitation to blacksmithing.  Even less severe injuries of this nature can take a long time to heal or require major medical intervention.  We are at high risk here because we work with power hammers, treadle hammers and around sharp cutting surfaces like a hardie sticking up in our anvil.  Because these are very tough items to "safety guard" knowing what we are doing and how we do things is our first line of protection.

My third grouping of injuries is what I would call chronic over use or over exposure injuries.  This includes problems with hands, wrists, elbows, shoulders, and backs.  Doing something once isn't usually the problem – it is doing it over and over that gets us in trouble.  Another area of chronic exposure problems is though the air we breathe and the noise we hear.  We havefumes from our forge, welding or paints.  In these cases, little risks done over and over can lead to major long-term problems.

My last class of blacksmith injuries is one that some folks might put at the top of blacksmith risks but I find is at or near the bottom.  The risk of burns.  Yes, we work with very hot metal, and yes from time to time we might get burned but a severe burn in blacksmithing is rare.  
This all brings me back to the top of my list and that is eye injuries.  Although they can almost completely be prevented through the use of safety eye wear, I see many blacksmith working with no protection.

In the year, 2004 in the United States hospitals treat 15,000 cases of eye injures from workshop related accidents.  Even though this includes all kind of workshops from industrial to home woodworking shops, it is still a lot of preventable injuries.

In a recent article in Fine Woodworking, the author quotes Dr. Larry Jackson, an epidemiologist, who studies workplace injuries for OSHA.  "I recommend that every workshop be equipped with three kinds of safety eye wear – glasses, goggles, and face shields."  As he says, "These are not high-ticket items compared to saving your sight."

The quality of these items has really been improved in recent years with many options available to you.

You can find these at welding supply houses and at home centers and online.

Some online web pages to visit include: 

· www.safetyglassesusa.com

· www.woodcraft.com

· www.RXSafetywear.com

· www.phillips-safety.com

· www.discountsafetygear.com
· www.labsafety.com

You wouldn't weld without a welding helmet?  Then why would you work in your shop without safety glasses.

