
Particulates and Respiratory risks 

Understanding Particulates and Their Risks to Respiratory Health 

In the air we breathe, countless particles exist, posing various degrees of risk to our 

health. Despite established occupational and environmental standards, guidelines for 

indoor environments are notably absent. This gap in regulation underscores the 

importance of distinguishing between high concentrations of low-risk particulate 

matter and low levels of highly toxic particles. The distinction is crucial because not 

all airborne particles pose the same threat. Some may be harmless, everyday 

household dust, while others could be dangerous, like toxic mold spores or asbestos 

fibres. 

The Role of Particle Counting in Assessing Air Quality 

Particle counting emerges as a critical tool in assessing air quality and potential 

health risks. However, it's essential to understand its limitations. While effective in 

identifying the presence and concentration of particles, it doesn't always provide a 

clear picture of the potential hazards. The real challenge in risk assessment lies in 

identifying the nature of these particles—whether they are benign or harmful 

substances like toxigenic mold, Medium Density Fibreboard (MDF) dust, or even fine 

particles of hardwood. 

The Impact of Particle Size and Quantity on Health 

The health implications of particulate matter hinge on two key factors: the size and 

quantity of the particles. Smaller particles, particularly those less than 7.5 microns in 

diameter, pose a greater threat as they can bypass the body's natural defences and 

enter the bloodstream through the respiratory system. The World Health 

Organization (WHO) has issued warnings about these fine particles, noting that 

exposure to them can significantly increase health hazards, potentially by up to 40 

times. 

High concentrations of hazardous particles, especially those small enough to be 

inhaled deep into the lungs, are of paramount concern. These can include hyphal 

fragments from mold species known to produce toxins, commonly found in homes 

with mold issues and associated with building-related illnesses. 

The Importance of Measuring Respirable Risks 

Assessing the respirable risks associated with particulate matter requires a 

comprehensive approach, utilizing various methods to not only count particles but 

also evaluate their potential as toxins. Understanding the health impacts of different 



particles, especially those below 8 microns, is crucial for mitigating risks associated 

with indoor air quality. 

In summary, addressing the challenges posed by particulate matter in indoor 

environments demands a nuanced understanding of particle counting and hazard 

assessment. By focusing on the components, size, and quantity of particles, we can 

better safeguard our health against the potentially severe risks posed by certain 

types of particulate matter. 
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