
 

 

       

 

Wisconsin Frac Sand Mines and Silica Dust 

A by-product of frac-sand mining, silica dust is a known human carcinogen based on sufficient evidence of 

carcinogenicity from studies on humans, per a 2011 National Institutes of Health report. i 

Silica dust blows off of mine sites and off of trucks transporting frac-sand, creating an emission known as “fugitive 

dust.” Although efforts can be taken to reduce the amount of fugitive silica dust that enters the air, such fugitive 

dust is still likely to enter the lungs of those who live near or downwind of frac-sand mines. 

In Auburn, Wisconsin, citizens have found layers of silica dust on their belongings. They have also been 

particularly concerned about the health of children who attend a school located only a quarter of a mile away 

from a frac-sand loading station.ii Studies show that humans who are exposed to silica dust can be at risk for 

negative health impacts even if the dust is not visible to the eye.  If the dust is visible, the health risks are almost 

definite.iii  

Health Risks of Silica Dust 

 Silica dust causes silicosis, a serious and incurable lung condition that causes scarring in the lungs, difficulty 

breathing, and in some cases, death.iv   

 Silicosis causes severe cough and weakness. It hinders the body’s ability to fight infections, leaving the 

patient vulnerable to other illnesses that can cause chest pains and respiratory failure.v 

 The Occupational Safety and Health Administration lists susceptibilities to bronchitis, chronic obstructive 

pulmonary disorder, lung cancer, and tuberculosis as potential effects and risk factors of silicosis.vi  

 The symptoms of silicosis may not manifest themselves for fifteen to twenty years after silica dust exposure. 

The negative public health effects of frac sand mining in Wisconsin will not be fully understood for 

decades.vii  

Silicosis in Wisconsin 

According to the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, 75 people have died of silicosis in 

Wisconsin between 1996 and 2005. Most of these victims were mining and manufacturing workers, but this 

demographic could change as more citizens are exposed to higher levels of silica dust outside the workplace.viii  

The federal office of Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) has set limits to work site dust 

exposure since 1971 and OSHA is currently updating their permitable exposure limits (PELs) to allow less silica 

dust exposure at US work sites.ix 
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Wisconsin citizens petitioned the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources in 2011 to adopt and enforce an air 

quality standard of 3 micrograms of silica per cubic meter of air, the standard adopted by California. The DNR 

denied the petition, even though the DNR itself had conducted a study that documented the health risks of silica 

dust and concluded that it meets the definition of a carcinogenic hazardous air pollutant.x  

One of the only ways to prevent silicosis is to avoid sources of silica dust. This will be nearly impossible for families 

whose homes and communities are increasingly surrounded by frac-sand mines and mine transportation routes 

that emit silica dust. 
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