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Controlling exposures to prevent
occupational lung disease

If you have determined that RPE is 
required, you need to ensure that it is: 

 Adequate correct for the risk

  Suitable matched to the wearer, the  
task and the environment

Filter Respirators
Filter respirators can be 
disposable or reusable and are 
the most commonly used in 
everyday work situations. They 
usually have a choice of filters 
for use against different 
hazards. Filters are certified to 
different classes depending on 
their efficiency or capacity, and 
you will need to ensure you 
select the right class.

Air Supplied 
Respirators
Air supplied respirators consist 
of breathing apparatus which 
supply air from an independent 
source, such as a cylinder or 
air compressor. These can be 
used against a wider range of 
airborne hazards and in 
different atmospheres.

1. Selection and
procurement

Respiratory Protective
Equipment (RPE) Guidance 1/5

What is meant by ‘adequate’? 

You need to select the right type of RPE for the risk. Choose a type 
that has a sufficient level of performance to reduce exposure to an 
acceptable level. 

Exposure levels for different hazards are set by Worksafe (Workplace 
Exposure Standards)

There are many types of contaminants that workers can be exposed to 
and which require the use of respiratory protection. The filter you need 
will depend on the contaminant - there isn't one type that can be used 
for all contaminants.

Types of RPE
There are two main types of RPE: filter respirators
and air supplied respirators. 
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Procurement 

Obviously, a key role of any procurement function is to get the best 
value for money when buying supplies, and this will include health and 
safety equipment.

It is essential that you brief the person responsible for purchasing the 
RPE to equip them with all the relevant information and knowledge to 
choose between the RPE you have selected, based on all the above 
points. If you don’t, the risk is that they may buy something which is 
less expensive and looks the same – but isn't, in fact, suitable or 
adequate.

It’s worth remembering that a good health 
and safety programme is good for 
business. RPE that is not actually 
protecting the wearer is a waste of money 
and is likely to result in significant harm to 
your workers’ health. 

All respirator protective equipment must 
meet the New Zealand Standard AS/NZ 
1715 and 1716.  Respirators meeting 
NIOSH 42 CFR 84 and CEN are also 
suitable.

What is meant by ‘suitable’? 

RPE has to be suitable for the person using it to provide the required 
protection.

Some key points

• Any type of respirator
which relies on a seal
against the face (known
as ‘tight fitting’) is
required to be fit tested
This means you will
need to select more than
one model or size of the
required type to ensure
all individuals can
achieve an efficient fit.

• The selected RPE must
be appropriate for
individual needs, such as
spectacle wearing. In
addition, it should not
interfere with the job
function or with any other
safety equipment, such
as personal protective
equipment (PPE) being
worn, e.g. safety helmets
or goggles.

• Finally, it should be
suitable for the
environment it is intended
to be used in, such as in
confined spaces.

Involving your workforce in the selection process will help ensure 
they ‘buy in’ to the products selected.

Worksafe respirator fit test tool is useful resource https://
worksafe.govt.nz/the-toolshed/tools/respirator-selection-tool/

Controlling exposures to prevent
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2. Training

Respiratory Protective
Equipment (RPE) Guidance 2/5

Who needs training in RPE? 

Those who will have to use the RPE, their supervisors and any other 
staff directly involved should receive information, instruction and 
training on RPE.

What should the training cover? 

• Why is the RPE needed
• What are the on-site risks and hazards the RPE is being used

to protect against
• The potential consequences of incorrect use
• How the RPE works and how it will provide protection

In addition, training will be required in the following key areas:

  Fit Testing  Use

  Maintenance  Competency

Fit testing

When fit testing is required, all those involved should understand why 
fit testing is necessary and the benefits it provides.

This should include an explanation of the difference between a fit test 
and a pre-use seal check.
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Maintenance

Reusable RPE requires maintenance, testing, cleaning and 
storage; therefore, training should be provided to all those involved. 

Reusable RPE requires cleaning and maintenance; therefore, a 
suitable area should be provided on the site for this to be done. You 
will find details about maintenance, testing, cleaning and storage in 
this fact sheet    . Users and maintenance operatives should be fully 
trained in what is required for each type and model of RPE that is to be 
used on site. Your supplier is likely to be the most competent 
professional to provide training.

Competency 

Your RPE supplier should be able to provide information on the 
training required to use and maintain their products. In many cases it 
will be the supplier who is best placed to actually provide the training, 
but this must be relevant to the site where the RPE is used and the 
hazards and risks that are encountered.

Anybody selecting, using or maintaining RPE should be competent, 
and you should be able to demonstrate their competency by reference 
to your records of their appropriate training.

Use

It is essential that those who will have to wear the RPE, and their 
supervisors, are adequately trained in:

• The right way to put on and remove the RPE
• The manufacturer’s / supplier’s pre-use instructions
• How to check that it is fitted correctly before entering the

hazardous area
• How long it can be worn
• Examples of misuse that should be avoided

Users also need to understand that they will need to be clean shaven 
when using RPE that seals to the face. Otherwise, they will not 
achieve an effective seal and, therefore, will not be protected. The 
selection process should take into account any users who cannot be 
clean shaven. A ‘tight fitting’ respirator will not be suitable and they will 
have to use RPE with a loose seal, such as a powered air system 
incorporating a hood. See RPE and facial hair fact sheet    .

Controlling exposures to prevent
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3. Management
programme

Respiratory Protective
Equipment (RPE) Guidance 3/5

including supervision
and enforcement 

Who should manage and supervise
an RPE programme? 

You will need to assign someone to be responsible for the following:

• Setting up the programme
• Supervising RPE is worn correctly, on a daily basis
• Monitoring and managing sub-contractors

Once the roles are assigned, it is crucial that everyone understands 
who is responsible for each area, so you will need to communicate this.

How should RPE be issued to the 
wearer(s)? 

There are basically three ways RPE can be issued as follows:

• To the wearer, who keeps and is responsible for the particular piece
of equipment, including all aspects of its proper use and care.

• To the wearer only for the one specific task requiring its use. After
use, it is returned to the person responsible for the Maintenance,
Examination, Testing, Cleaning, Storage and Disposal of RPE     .
This system is known as ‘single issue and return’.

• Disposable RPE can be issued to each wearer, with it being disposed
of immediately after one use, and where possible rendered unusable
prior to disposal.

The table overleaf outlines the pros and cons of each method.

What are the legal requirements around
an RPE programme?

RPE is on the lowest section of the hierarchy of exposure controls. 

What can I do if people refuse to wear 
RPE or don’t wear it correctly?

It’s critical that your workers are aware of the risks and potential 
consequences of not wearing their RPE, or of wearing it incorrectly. 
Where necessary, revisit the training they receive to ensure they 
are aware. 

You should also ensure you Involve your workers and gain their  
“buy-in” as wearers of RPE by including them in the RPE selection 
and decision process, and, in, so far as the RPE is suitable, 
allowing them some choice on the exact types selected.
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The work being done only involves 
exposures for a very short period of time – 
so is RPE really needed at all times of 
exposure?

Where your risk assessment has identified that RPE is required, then it 
should always be used with no exceptions! 

Entering a hazardous area without wearing RPE or removing RPE, 
even for just very brief periods of time, can result in exposure which 
exceeds the exposure limit and can cause harm to health.

RPE seems very expensive - is there any 
way I can manage the costs down?

You should not look for cost-saving measures, such as buying cheaper 
alternatives, once you have made your RPE selection. 

However, you can try and influence the design stage of a project to 
encourage the specification of higher forms of exposure control, such 
as local exhaust ventilation, which could reduce the need for RPE. 

It is also worth noting that proper use of RPE by a well-trained 
workforce can often reduce the time a job would have otherwise taken. 
And the knowledge that their health is being protected can improve 
workers’ morale and lower any stress they may feel about working with 
hazardous materials.

Controlling exposures to prevent
occupational lung disease RPE Guidance | 3. Management programme

Issue Method

RPE issued individually to the wearer, who 
keeps and is responsible for that piece of 
equipment, including all aspects of its proper 
use and care.

Pros

• Issue is seen as relatively easy to manage;
but is this managing all aspects required?

• Works for either disposable or reusable RPE

Cons

• Relies on workers to be well trained
and motivated

• Storage, cleaning, testing and maintenance
can be a challenge for workers

• End of life may not always be recognised
• Record-keeping more difficult

RPE issued to the wearer only for the one 
specific task requiring the use of RPE.
After use, the RPE is returned for 
maintenance, testing and cleaning etc.

• Issue of correct RPE and consumables, such 
as filters, for both the task and the worker

• Proper RPE disposal and replacement can 
be better managed

• More effective and reliable record keeping

• RPE programme management may be seen
as more complex

• Clean central area required for maintenance,
testing, cleaning and storage

• Initially may need more items of RPE to
guarantee supply

Disposable RPE issued to each wearer, with 
it being disposed of immediately after one 
use. This may be for just one task of work 
involving high risk situations or one shift. 

• Simple concept, relatively easy to manage • RPE may be reused and performance
degraded

• RPE may be used by others increasing
risk of infectious disease transfer

• Can be costly in the longer term
• Disposal can be problematical, i.e. left

strewn around site

How should RPE be issued? There are basically three ways RPE can be issued as follows:
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4. Maintenance,
examination
and testing

Respiratory Protective
Equipment (RPE) Guidance 4/5

Looking after your RPE 

Many types of RPE need regular checks, cleaning, testing and 
maintenance to ensure that they are working properly and can give 
protection to the wearer. Poorly maintained RPE may reduce 
protection, but they may also have reduced in-service lifetimes, 
meaning that they need to be replaced more frequently, costing you 
more money.

RPE should be regularly checked, cleaned and maintained by properly 
trained personnel in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions. 
All RPE - whether brand new, disposable or well-maintained reusable
- should be checked for any signs of damage or wear prior to use.

And proper storage of reusable RPE is essential.

What needs to be checked?

Essentially you should read and follow the manufacturer’s user 
instructions and carry out the following checks.

Before use

• Check RPE function (according to manufacturer’s pre-use checks)
• Check tightness of connections
• Check flexibility / pliability of elastomeric parts, for example face

seals, valves
• Check the condition of the various parts including the facepiece,

head straps, valves, connecting tube, cartridges, canisters or filters

At regular intervals (at least monthly)

• Carry out and record thoroughly all the ‘before use’ checks
as listed above

• Pay particular attention to
Face seal and nose cup (full face masks) – ensure it is inserted
properly and free from splits and tears 
Visor (if used)
Valves and gaskets
Straps and head harness
Forehead seals, comfort pad(s) (if used) 
Replace peel-off visor covers (if used)

In situations where RPE is used only occasionally, an examination and 
test should be made before their next use. In all cases records should 
be kept.
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How should RPE be cleaned?

Follow manufacturer’s user instructions on cleaning. The frequency 
and type of cleaning depends upon how the respirator was used and 
the respiratory hazard.

• RPE used exclusively by a single wearer: as often as necessary to
be hygienic and to remove contamination that may be transferred
inside of the mask during handling, storage, fitting and removal.

• RPE used by more than one wearer: should be cleaned and
disinfected before being worn by a different person.

• Reusable RPE used in fit testing and training: after each use.

Cleaning and drying should be conducted in a clean area, away from 
contamination that could get inside the RPE. Each manufacturer has 
different recommended cleaning procedures; however, the following 
are generally acceptable:

• Particulate contamination may be removed using a vacuum. Do not
use compressed air to remove particulate contamination.

• Clean with cloth dampened with a mild solution of water and liquid
household soap.

• Other methods of cleaning may be appropriate and permitted by the
manufacturer depending upon requirements.

Also don’t forget to think about protecting the person cleaning 
the RPE.

How should RPE be stored?

RPE must not be stored where they may be exposed to contaminants 
– they should be stored in dry, clean area / locker away from direct
sunlight, high temperatures and solvents.

They should be packed in such a way that does not distort the face 
piece and exhalation valve, and should not be hung by their straps.

How should RPE be disposed of?

Used RPE, as well as the materials used to clean them, should be 
considered as hazardous waste, and so should be disposed 
accordingly. 

How should RPE be tested?

Powered RPE
For powered RPE, test to 
ensure that the battery and 
blower unit are in good order 
and deliver the correct flow 
rate. A flow check system is 
often provided with the RPE.

Air Supplied RPE
If you are using a supplied air 
system, the air must be of 
breathable quality and must 
be periodically tested in 
accordance with BS EN 
12021. Testing must be 
conducted at a frequency 
based upon your risk 
assessment.

How should RPE be maintained?

The frequency and level of detail of testing and maintenance should 
reflect the complexity of the RPE, the health risks and the degree of 
potential exposure.

Always follow the manufacturer’s user instructions when conducting 
maintenance. Replacement parts may be required and should be 
ordered from the RPE manufacturer and fitted in accordance with the 
manufacturer’s instructions. After fitting, testing of the RPE may be 
required. 

Controlling exposures to prevent
occupational lung disease RPE Guidance | 4. Maintenance, examination and testing
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5. Fit testing

Respiratory Protective
Equipment (RPE) Guidance 5/5

As our faces come in all shapes and sizes, each wearer needs to be 
supplied with a face mask which fits them properly. Fit testing is a 
method which demonstrates how well a face mask fits an individual 
wearer’s face.

Is Fit Testing a legal requirement? 

Selecting a suitable mask is a legal requirement, and fit testing is 
a means of demonstrating suitability for the intended wearer. 

What type of face masks need to be fit tested?

Disposable masks
P1, P2 and P3 filtering face pieces

Re-usable half masks Full face masks
Including those used with powered 
respirators and breathing apparatus

All tight-fitting masks 
These are masks whose performance relies on achieving a good seal between the mask and the wearer’s face.  These include:
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Which fit testing method should I choose?
This depends on the type of mask.

There are two basic types – qualitative and quantitative. The table 
below provides information on the two methods to help you select 
the appropriate one for the type of RPE you use.  

Who can conduct the fit test?

Fit testing should be conducted by a competent person.

Tight-fitting respirators must seal to the wearer’s face in order to 
provide expected protection. This includes disposable respirators 
(also called “filtering facepieces”). 

Fit testing is required by Australian New Zealand Standard 
AS/NZS1715 before a user wears a respirator on the job, and 
should be assessed at least annually. In addition, fit tests should be 
performed:

• Whenever a different size, style, model or make of respirator is
used.

• When any facial changes occur that could affect fit, such as
significant weight fluctuation or dental work.

Contract out a fit tester

Companies can visit sites with their equipment and 
complete the fit testing for you. See https://nzohs.org.nz/
resources/ for Commit-2-fit accredited testers

Develop an in-house fit test capability
In order to become competent there are many practical skills 
to be developed.  Seek training and gain the skills from a 
recognized training provider.  See https://nzohs.org.nz/
resources/ for Commit-2-fit accredited trainers

Controlling exposures to prevent
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Qualitative fit test 
(QLFT)

• Lower purchase cost than
QNFT equipment

• Cannot be used to fit test full
face masks

• Provides a pass/fail result
based on the wearer’s
subjective assessment
depending on their taste
response

• Fit test can take longer than a
QNFT due to the time required
for the RPE wearer to clear
their palate

• No facility to check the fit of a
mask prior to a fit test

• Some wearers are not able to
taste the fit test substances

• Requires fit test information to
be recorded manually

• Does not require a power
source

• Requires training in its use

Quantitative fit test 
(QNFT)

• Higher cost than QLFT
equipment

• Can be used to fit test all
types of tight-fitting masks

• Provides an independent
objective measure of fit

• Fit test can be quicker than
a QLFT

• Has a real-time fit-check
facility to check the fit prior
to the fit test, or as a means
of investigating poor fitting
masks

• Independent of wearer’s
taste response

• QNFT software
incorporates a database for
recording fit test information

• Requires a power source

• Requires training in its use

Will I need to consider re-tests? Yes
A fit test should be repeated if the wearer: 
• loses or gains weight
• undergoes any substantial dental work, or
• develops any facial changes around the face seal area.

Please be aware if a new make or model is issued, a new fit test is 
required by the wearer.

Additionally a change in head-worn PPE - eg helmets and goggles - 
may require a re-test. It is good practice to have a system in place to 
ensure that repeat fit testing is carried out on a regular basis.
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AS/NZS1715 does not require fit test administrators to be 
certified, just to know how to conduct a test, recognize invalid 
tests, and properly clean and maintain equipment.

A good fit means the respirator will seal to your skin.

Your options
There are two options as follows: 

http://fit2fit.org/
http://fit2fit.org/
http://fit2fit.org
http://www.hse.gov.uk/foi/internalops/ocs/200-299/282_28.pdf
http://fit2fit.org/

