
SWRInfo Card
RESTORATION CLEANING 
WITH ABRASIVES 

NOTE: The following should be considered general information.  Follow job-specific project/contract 
document requirements and manufacturer’s written instructions.

This SWRInfo Card addresses cleaning with micro abrasive and/or abrasive media and does not 
include information on other mechanical methods of abrasive cleaning, such as: grinding wheels or 
sanding belts.

SAFETY
•  When using abrasive blasting equipment, always follow the safety instructions 

included in the owner’s manual.
•  Obtain and read the manufacturer’s SDS for health hazard information on the abrasive 

blasting material you are using.
•  Do not eat, drink, or smoke while using.
•  Set-up isolation areas and/or containment to protect pedestrians. 
•  Use exhaust ventilation systems in containment structures to capture dust.
•  Workers must have recommended PPE for equipment and abrasive media, this could 

include rubber-soled & steel-toed boots, gloves, long pants, safety glasses, hearing 
protection, or NIOSH/MSHA approved respiratory protection (if exposure limits are 
exceeded or if dry blasting).

•  Workers should have a self-contained breathing apparatus when dry blasting.
•  An abrasive-blasting respirator must cover the wearer’s head, neck, and shoulders to 

protect the wearer from rebounding abrasive.
•  If using silica-containing abrasive media or other media considered hazardous/toxic, 

follow all OSHA safety guidelines and regulations.
•  Protect workers from hazardous dust levels and toxic metals that may be generated 

from both the blasting material, the underlying surface, and coatings/soiling being 
blasted.

•  Provide wash stations so workers can wash their hands and face routinely and before 
eating, drinking, or smoking.

•  Equipment can produce loud sounds (continual or sudden) that can impact hearing.
•  For electric-powered equipment, electric shock can occur if the equipment is not used 

properly, and safety instructions are not followed.
•  Use appropriate safety equipment and job site controls during application and 

handling.
•  Schedule blasting when the least number of workers are scheduled to be onsite.
•  Avoid abrasive cleaning in windy conditions.
•  Use abrasives that can be delivered with water to reduce dust and potential for 

damage to surface.
•  Environmental safety—Follow all local, State, and Federal regulations for slurry and 

media effluent capture & containment. Refer to manufacturer supplied Safety Data 
Sheet.

•  Consult the SWR Institute Safety & Health Manual for more information.

PREPARATION
•  Verify approved equipment is on site, such as abrasive blasting equipment and 

containment system. Ensure that equipment can generate an adjustable PSI within the 
applicable range.

•  Verify approved abrasive media is on site.
•  Dry or wet abrasive cleaning of a historic structure is typically completed with very low 

pressures within the range of 20 to 100 psi.  At these pressures, nozzle orifices tend to 
be small (around 1/4”) and should be held at a distance between 3 and 12 inches from 
the surface.

•  Abrasive media should be selected with consideration of its particle size, shape, and 
material hardness (on the Mohs scale) and in evaluation with the type and condition of 
the material(s) set for cleaning. 

•  For best results, ensure that the equipment operator has had sufficient training and/or 
experience with this type of cleaning.

•  For older, delicate, or compromised surfaces lower pressures and softer media are 
required.
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•  Abrasively cleaning ornamental and/or detailed masonry surfaces with too high of 
pressure or too hard media may result in loss of masonry material. 

•  Adjacent surfaces, such as window frames, glass, etc. should be protected during the 
abrasive cleaning process.

•  Always test a small area of each surface to confirm suitability and desired results with 
abrasive cleaning parameters before beginning overall application. Test with the same 
equipment, recommended surface preparation and application procedures planned 
for general application. If applicable, let test area dry 3–7 days before inspection and 
approval.

•  If using wet abrasive cleaning, ensure that the jobsite has access to clean, fresh water 
that can adequately supply masonry-washing equipment. 

•  When using electric-powered equipment, ensure jobsite has sufficient power source to 
supply equipment.

•  If using wet abrasive cleaning, cleaning when temperatures are below freezing or will 
be overnight may harm masonry. 

APPLICATION
•  When using abrasive blasting equipment in conjunction with other media and/or 

water, follow all applicable guidelines for application of those materials. Refer to 
applicable Restoration Cleaning SWRInfo Card(s) for more information.

•  Follow all application and equipment instructions as provided by manufacturer and 
media supplier.

•  Implement plans for media capture and containment. 
•  Dry or wet abrasive cleaning of a historic structure is typically completed with very low 

pressures within the range of 20 to 100 psi.  At these pressures, nozzle orifices tend to 
be small (around 1/4”) and should be held at a distance between 3 and 12 inches from 
the surface.

•  If using wet abrasive cleaning, avoid cleaning when temperatures are, or will drop 
below freezing within a 48-hour period.   

QUALITY CONTROL
•  By its nature any abrasive cleaning method will erode the surface even if only slightly.  

Controls must be in place to limit damage to the historic fabric.
•  Always prepare a mockup panel for each type of substrate to be cleaned.  These 

mockup panels should be protected throughout the project for quality comparisons.  
•  For best results, ensure that the equipment operator has had sufficient training and/or 

experience with this type of cleaning.
•  Adjacent surfaces, such as window frames, glass, etc. should be protected during the 

abrasive cleaning process.
•  Abrasively cleaning ornamental and/or detailed masonry surfaces with too high of 

pressure or too hard media may result in loss of masonry material. 
•  Abrasive cleaning at high pressures may increase the need to re-point mortar joints. 
•  If using wet abrasive cleaning, avoid cleaning when temperatures are, or will drop 

below freezing within a 48-hour period.   
•  Abrasive cleaning can increase the exposed surface area of treated substrates to the 

effects of atmospheric corrosion, water absorption and related decay processes.
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