
    Beryllium is one rea-
son that coal and copper 
slag abrasives concern 
the Occupational Health 

and Safety Administration (OSHA). A 
lightweight, non-corrosive, and strong 
metal, beryllium is put to many good 
uses. Unfortunately, inhalation of the ele-
ment can lead to sensitization, chronic 
beryllium disease, and lung cancer.
 Slag is the source of beryllium in the 

abrasive picture. Plentiful coal and 
copper slag stands as a comparable 

to but less costly option than sand 
abrasive. Slag is powdery and 

quite hard. One name that 

A
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Barge cleaning with a Cam Spray 7000 psi hot water pressure washer.



it is sold under is Black Beauty. It’s a 
good abrasive, but it’s a hazardous one. 
 Balance in the workplace is tricky. 
On one side, there are the health haz-
ards associated with beryllium. On the 
other, there is the utility of beryllium 
when alloyed with copper in tools used 
in settings where a spark from iron 
tools could cause a disaster. (Beryllium 
also contributes to rocket parts.)
 The fourth element of the periodic 
table, beryllium illustrates the rarity 
of an all-risk or all-benefit choice. 
Selection of an abrasive for cleaning 
or surface preparation is about a lot 
more than an “oh-this-looks-like-it-
will-work approach.” Some abrasives 
cannot be used in an enclosed area. 
Some must be scrupulously collected 

for proper disposal or cleaning and 
reuse. While others, such as dry ice 
pellets, dispose of themselves as carbon 
dioxide returns to room temperature.
 Sandblasting by that name dates  
at least to 1870, or when General 
Benjamin Tilgham invented a sand 
blast machine. Yet the abrasive prop-
erties of silica sand have been known 
and deployed for a very long time.
 Silica sand does an excellent job 
of removing coatings (as well as 
cleaning and etching), but it can 
cause silicosis. Because silica abrasive 
has such an extensive history of use, 
other abrasives are often labeled 
alternative media. Efforts to identify 
organic and biodegradable material 
with abrasive properties opened a 
new category of alternative media, 
one that includes walnut shells, corn-
cob grit, pecan shells, and pits of 
certain stone fruits.

 The term natural media also enters 
the blast media lexicon. Garnet is nat-
ural, along with the organics just cited. 
Steel shot is not.
 Moving from labels to applica- 
tions, the objectives of manufacturers,  
contractors, and environmental regu-
lators overlap to an enormous degree. 
All players want to accomplish the 
most with a product that is easy to 
manage (from shipping to storage to 
use to cleanup). 
 One well-known alternative media 
is sodium bicarbonate, or soda. It can 
be used in wet or dry applications. And 
it is both non-toxic and biodegradable. 
 There are many situations in which 
soda blasting is a good fit. It’s particu-
larly useful as a way to “ramp up 
pressure washing if degreasing action 
is needed,” says Timothy Herman, 
Sales and Marketing Manager at 
Natrium® Products in Cortland, NY. 
 The environs of a project can also 
make soda blast a good choice. That 
might be when the surrounding area 
is not suited for cleaning with an abra-
sive that leaves a non-soluble residue, 
explains Herman. As with any abrasive, 
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proper use and proper instruction in 
method are where the good results begin. 
 Soda blasting is a match for remov-
ing the grease on heavy equipment, 
says Herman. It also is a strong per-
former in the remanufacturing market. 
For example, soda blast eases the 
removal of trapped debris and grease 
from engine parts. 
 Possibilities for soda abrasive are 
extensive. Herman’s company makes 
a point of understanding the appli-
cation of each customer. Knowing 

how the soda product will be used 
makes it possible to ensure a cus-
tomer chooses a grade that is a precise 
fit for needs.
A Good Fit
 Abrasive media—irrespective of 
the type—are generally characterized 
by size (of grit or bead or particle) and 
the grade. (Sometimes there is overlap 
in the designations.) Glass beads have 
many grades, which is not surprising. 
Organic abrasives are graded, too. 
Other qualities by which abrasives 

are assessed might include their even 
flow (dispersion, fluidity).
 Cost of an abrasive, including the 
weight (storage and shipping) and the 
disposal (or reuse) options, is a con-
sideration when making a choice. 
Equipment required for applying an 
abrasive is another factor considered. 
For cleaning parts, blasting cabinets 
provide a way to use an abrasive that 
is not so environmentally friendly and 
still limit environmental impact. 
 Stirring dust, especially dust that 
contains lead paint flakes, is one big 
issue with which any contractor  
doing blasting must deal. Con-
sequently, method is everything for 
contractors doing blasting—irre- 
spective of blast media. 
 “I go into warehouses and manu-
facturing facilities—some 100-year-old 
factories,” says Joe Pangburn, President 
of Lakeside Painting, Inc. in East Troy, 
WI, part of the greater-Milwaukee area. 
“We’re dealing with lead paint.” That 
means that containment is a must.  
“We build Type I containment,” says 
Pangburn. “We monitor the workers.” 
All wastewater must be captured. 
 It’s often the scope of the project that 
is the final determinant of which abra-
sive will be used. Wet blasting of any 
kind may not be possible inside a build-
ing because of electrical components. 
 For surface preparation and clean-
ing, Pangburn’s team generally relies 
on dry ice, sponge, or just water. 
Sponge blasting has been part of his 
repertoire for five years. So much less 
dusty is sponge blasting than other 
methods that he favors it when an 
abrasive is needed. It’s much easier on 
workers because of the cleaner work 
environment, he explains. 
 Working on the exterior of a build-
ing affords a contractor more choices. 
A vapor blaster with silica glass abra-
sive may work best there.
 Pangburn “absolutely” sees a future 
for alternative media that are biode-
gradable. The momentum is not neces-
sarily coming from customers. “I can’t 
say I have a lot of people asking for 
[biodegradable abrasives],” he says. 
The concern of a customer first and 

Photos courtesy of Lanny Porter, NuTech Refinishing, Inc. 
Chemical tank truck, stainless steel drain valve area (soda blasting).
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Photos courtesy of Joe Pangburn, 
Lakeside Painting, Inc. Sponge blasting.



18 • June 2014 • Cleaner Times | IWA

foremost is getting a project done to 
specifications. Repainting a factory 
ceiling is a major undertaking; so get-
ting it done right—with surface prep-
aration fundamental—is a priority. 
 Contractors must weigh the objec-
tives, the options, and the regulations 
in place and make choices that satisfy 
the customer, the regulators, and the 

bottom line. Any abrasive has plusses 
and minuses. Dry ice pellets are not 
inexpensive. Walnut shells may be 
biodegradable, but they create lots of 
dust. Water alone is enticing, but it 
may not work.
Wider Choices
 Sponge blasting is increasingly 
popular in industrial cleaning. The 

polyurethane foam media, or sponge, 
can be augmented with other abra-
sives, such as steel grit, for tough jobs. 
Because the sponge media can be col-
lected (along with debris and dust) 
and separated, it can be reused many 
times (some of it upwards of 20 times). 
 Reuse is one way to reduce waste. 
Another is to not use something at all. 
Cleaning and preparing surfaces with-
out the use of an abrasive is generally 
a top choice for contractors. High-
pressure waterjetting is an alternative 
to abrasives, certainly. Yet there are 
lower-pressure alternatives as well.
 “We use the Cam Spray 7000 psi 
hot-water pressure washer to clean 
down to oil free, no loose rust, no loose 
paint surface ready for LifeGuard,” 
says John Griffin, President of Grace 
Distributing in Mt. Pleasant, SC. The 
concept built into the proprietary coat-
ing he cites is one of treading gently 
on the environment—beginning with 
surface preparation.
 “Near and dear to our hearts is 
being sustainable,” says Griffin. “The 
more we can reduce what goes to 
landfills—whether glass beads, garnet, 
[or other], the better. Blast media is a 
very important health issue.”
 The primer product from Griffin’s 
company aims to eliminate the use of 
solvent, as well as blasting, without 
sacrificing surface preparation. It is a 
“low environmental impact” product, 
explains Griffin. Surface dirt and grease, 
loose rust, and paint are all removed 
with just hot water under pressure and 
all the wastewater is captured. 
 The search for alternatives to abra-
sive blasting is likely to become wider. 
At the same time, containment of 
residue from blasting and sifting and 
sorting of reusable abrasives will 
become more refined than it is now. 
Manufacturing and remanufacturing 
processes and facilities depend upon 
abrasive blasting for good results and 
clean production lines.
 Some of the innovation may come 
from unexpected directions, such as 
graffiti removal. The Environmental 
Protection Agency recently awarded 
a grant to the Institute for Research 
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and Technical Assistance (IRTA), a 
nonprofit entity looking for ways to 
reduce hazardous chemicals in the 
environment. With test sites in Cali-
fornia, IRTA is trying to develop, test, 
and demonstrate the effectiveness of 
low-VOC [volatile organic compound] 
graffiti removers. 
 So pervasive is graffiti across the 
United States that covering it with 
paint or removing it with chemicals 
adds considerably to VOCs. Abrasive 
methods, including sandblasting  
and soda blast, are used to remove 
graffiti. But with every type of sur-
face (from fiberglass doors to vinyl 
siding) vulnerable to graffiti, abra- 
sive blasting may not be an option 
on some surfaces.
 Alternative abrasive media of all 
sorts—and conventional sand for blast-
ing—will continue to be scrutinized 
by regulators. Even seemingly innoc-
uous dry ice pellets (decidedly not 
beryllium) will not escape monitoring, 
given they contribute carbon dioxide 
to the environment. CT


