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Routes into the body

For wood to cause a toxic reaction ina
person, chemicals from that wood have
to make their way into the body These
chemicalsare contained inthe solid
wood, inwood shavings orsplinters,
andinthe particles of wooddust,
which canbeas smallas 10 microns
(equivalent to 1/25000 of an inch). The
smaller the particle, the easier our body
canabsorbthechemicalsit contains.
Thisisone reasonadverse reactions

to wooden cooking implements (e.g,,
unfinishedwalnutsaladspoonsor
decorative cuttingeboards) generallyare
less common and less severe than other
exposures. The three most common
coutes bywhich wood chemicals enter
our bodies are through contactwith
skin, byinhalation, and through contact
with the eyes.

For additional resources
‘about wood toxicity,
k out the extended

check of
version of this story on
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WOOD SPECIES
TOXICITY

While there are a handful of universally toxic woods (e.g., yew), for most woods and woodworkers,

toxicity is a complex but fundamentally individual matter. Some people will react to minor exposures to
a given wood, while others can work that species with no obvious effect. What matters most is how we
are exposed to those chemicals, how our bodies can react, and how we can protect against exposure to

‘The most common tox
wood is skin irritation. Your skin is

the largest organ of your body, and it
canabsorb chemicalsin the particles
of wood dust the same way it absorbs
nicotine from nicotine patches. Your
skinexistsinpartto protectyou from
the outside world, so wheniit detects a
toxic chemical it cancause areaction

~ irritation of theskin - theseverityof
which willdepend onthe potency and
quantityof the toxinfor that person
The best way to protect yourskin from
wood chemicals is to protect it from
wood particles by wearing long sleeves,
pants, covering your neck, and wearing
gloves if safety permits.

Many woodworkers mayhave
experienced respiratory reactions like
noseand throat irritation or asthma
after working with wood. This happens
when you inhale wood particles, exactly
the same way you might inhale tobacco
smoke or nicotine vapor. Our lungs are
specialized for this function - to rapidly
exchange chemicals between our blood

to take in oxygen gas andlet out carbon
dioxide gas). Sometimes, intentionally
or otherwise, we co-opt this powerful
system to move other chemicals into the
body When we do this inadvertently
with finewood dust particles, weare
giving our body a possible double
assault. First, the smallerthe particle
is, the easieritisfor anychemicals in
itto be extracted, so theamount of
wood chemical absorbed could be large
Second, in the long term, wood dust of
any speciesin the respiratory system
can become carcinogenic

Your lungs are not the only way wood
chemicals can be absorbed by breathing,
You also can accidentally ingest wood
dust when not wearing a mask, either
directly through your mouth, or by the
dust becoming trapped in the mucous
membranes of the noseand passed to
the back of the throat and swallowed
And, as anyone who has doneany
sandingwith inadequate mask filtration
knows, yournasalpassagesand sinuses
can retain evidence of which woods you
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duration of exposurecan continue for
hoursaftertheénitialexposureevent.
Thewaytogrotectyoureespiratory
system fromevoodparticlesasorery
simple: preventethedustfromentering
yourbody If youcanaffordit, adust
collection system is the best option. If
you cannot do this, some woodworkers
connect a vacuumsystem toetheir
ines toreduce the amount of wood
particles in the air. Even with a good
dustcollectionsystem, itésprudentto
wearamaskatall times. Usea maskthat
fitssnugly, seals, anddhasappropriate
filters - theseareavailable forasdittleas
24 inthe market
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Although many people forget about
theinasanavenue forchemical
absorption, theeyesareanotherpoint
of entry for wood chemicals. Eye
irritation is acommon reaction in
woodworkers, and the intensity of the
irritation depends, as withthe skin,on
the type and amount of chemical. Some
chemicals absorbed through the eyes
affectvirtually. one (e.g., whenyou
dice a fresh onion), but others will, like
mostwood chemical exposures, depend
on the individual. Most woodworkers
protect their eyes from large wood
particles; however, not all saf etyglasses
protectthe eyes from fineparticles
anddust, soit issuggested touseeye
protectionthatis effective for both.

As you may have noticed, the wayto
keep wood chemicalsaway from your
body when woodworking is to use
adequate personal protective equipment
(PPE) and site safety equipment. If

PPE is not used, or it fails and wood
chemicals do come in contact with the
body, there is the possibilityof anyofa
nge of reactions, from no observable
eactionto varioustoxicresponses

The body's toxic responses

to wood chemicals

The chemicalsin wood are as diverse
as wood species are, and knowledge
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By Patricia T_Vega and Alex . Wiedenhoeft

ESTIMATE WOOD
TOXICITY
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future work with that wood be under
controlled conditions with careful use
of PPEand accessto emergency medical
assistance

The danger posed by specific woods

Fortunately, some research has been
done on the toxicity of wood and
wood dust. We directyouto the
expandedversion of thisstoryon
hardwoodfloorsmag.com for several
lists of woods and their toxic reactions
so that you can make informed choices
attheoutsetof agroject.

If you are going to work with a species
not included in such lists, you could
rank the likelihood of a wood causing
a toxiceactioneasshowninthis
graphic. Thesearegeneralguidelines,
of course, butasatoxicreactionis
based on specific chemicals triggering

about thetoxicityof these chemicalscan  a response, the greaterthe diversity

vary. For example, most known is the
allergic reacton to the toxin (urushiol)
in poisonivy (which alsooccursinthe
woodandis anecdotallyknownto cause
griefif sanded or burnedand inhaled):
lesswidelyknown is the compound
juglone inblackwalnut (which causes
lamenessin horses) or the toxicityof
taxines inyew thatmaycause cardiac
arrest. When available, it is goodto
cross-check a new wood withalistof
known toxicwoods, their chemical
constituents, their reportedeffectson
thebody, fromactingas irritants, to
causing allergic reactions

For simple dermatitis, once the
irritantchemicals arewashedawayor
broken down by your body, symptoms
disappearin hours to days or weeks, For
moreserioustrue allergic responses,
subsequentreactions evento small
amounts of the wood or dust can

cause much moredramatic allergic
response, which canincluderashesand
dermatitis, restrictioneof airways, and/
oranaphylaxis. Itis criticalthatafter
experiencing a reaction toa wood,any

and concentration of chemicalsin
wood, themore likely the wood is to
be problematic. Not all chemicals
have color or odor, but when color or
odorare present, they areimpartedby
chemica:

Forthese reasons you should
always be cautious when working with
anew wood, evenif it is light-colored
and odorless. In additionto thethreats
posed by the wood’s natural chemicals,
wood may contain chemicals from
wood preservatives or adhesives, orhave
sur facemolds, any of which can cause
their own toxic reactions in the body.

To conclude, and we cannot stress

this enough - always use PPE. Don't
inadvertently conduct an uncontrolled
medical experiment in yourshop or at
the job site. B
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