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Many auto shops use conventional disc sanders. The dust generated by these devices can carry toxic 

chemicals that get into shop air, and into the lungs of workers. Dust can also ruin fresh paint jobs. Dust 

waste must eventually be swept from the floor, collected, and disposed of as hazardous wastes, which 

costs money. 

 

Vacuum sanders can solve these problems by removing more than 90 percent of dust generated during 

sanding operations. The high dust-collection efficiency greatly reduces health risks, prevents dusts from 

ruining refinish jobs and minimizes the need for cleanup. 

 

There are two primary types of vacuum sanders: central vacuum systems and portable vacuum sanders. 

Central vacuum systems feature flexible, retractable hosing drops connected to a central vacuum system, 

and cost between $5,000 and $8,000. Portable sanders can be moved around the shop (similar to a shop-

vac) and may include multiple vacuum lines that can be used simultaneously. Prices vary from several 

hundred to a few thousand dollars. 

 

The Benefits 
 

Increase worker safety  
Vacuum sanders remove dust from the air that may contain 
isocyanates (found in all clear coats), lead, chromium, silica, and 
other harmful substances. These toxics can damage the lungs and 
nervous system and cause permanent sensitization, triggering work-
related asthma. Even when using a vacuum sander, it is very 
important that workers were N-95 NIOSH approved masks to protect 
their lungs. 
 
Reduce cleanup costs 
Vacuum sanders prevent dust from settling throughout the shop, 
reducing the number of labor hours that would otherwise be needed 
to clean it up. Shops have reported that vacuum sanders can pay for 
themselves in about a year due to reduced cleanup costs alone.  
 
Better paint jobs 
Vacuum sanders prevent dust from landing on and ruining fresh paint 
jobs. They also help reduce the amount of buffing or reworking that 
needs to be done in these cases. 
 
Easier waste collection 
You have no way of knowing what kind of toxic chemicals were in the 
original paint of the cars that roll into your garage. Paints can contain 
substances such as lead, cadmium and hexavalent chromium. 
Therefore, it is important to dispose of all sanding waste as 

 

This portable vacuum sander has 

two adjustable arms that allow for 

two workers to sand simultaneously.  
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hazardous waste. Using a vacuum sander takes the chemicals out of the air, making it a safer and cleaner 
working environment, and deposits it directly into the vacuum. Collecting it in a vacuum makes it easier to 
dispose of as hazardous waste. 
 
Reduce spending on sandpaper  
It has been reported that sandpaper in vacuum sanders needs to be replaced less frequently than 
sandpaper in conventional disc sanders. One facility reports that while using a vacuum sander, their 
sandpaper lasts 30 - 40 percent longer. Because the sandpaper is not as clogged with dust there are fewer 
“sanding swirls” left on the surface, resulting in a smoother and better paint job.  
 

Take the Next Step 
 

Talk to your supplier  
Ask your supplier for suggestions of brands or types of vacuum sanders based on your shop’s 
configuration. 
 
Determine what type of vacuum sander will work best for your shop 
Decide whether the central vacuum system or portable vacuum sanders are a better fit for your shop. If 
sanding occurs all over the shop, portable vacuum sanders may be best suited to the workspace. If 
sanding generally occurs in a few areas, it may be easier to install a central system with a few flexible 
hosing drops. This will make it easier for your workers to use the sanders. 
 
Involve paint technicians in the decisions  
Experienced paint technicians may not be eager to switch from conventional sanders to vacuum sanders. 
Shop owners should be sensitive to this perspective while emphasizing the significant benefits of this 
practice. OTA has interviewed numerous paint technicians who use vacuum sanders, and they 
unanimously agree that this technology is superior to the conventional sanders.  
 
Get a reference 
Talk to another shop owner that uses a vacuum sander. If you do not know any, contact OTA (617-626-
1060) and ask for a reference.  
 

Safety Information 
 

Wear proper protective equipment 
Look into goggles with side shields, gloves, and N-95 NIOSH approved respirators, or better. If not using a 
vacuum sander, dust in your shop will exceed OSHA Permissible Exposure Limits (PEL) protective 
equipment will be required. Using a vacuum sander will reduce the likelihood of particulate levels 
exceeding OSHA’s PEL. 
 
See the “Spray Painting Regulations” fact sheet for more information on the OSHA regulations for 
respirators.  

 
Find Additional Information 

 
 The California Department of Toxic Substances Control’s Sanding Waste Management fact sheet 

discusses best practices to protect worker and the environment, as well making sure to dispose of 
sanding waste as hazardous waste.  
 

https://dtsc.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/31/2018/01/TD_FS_SandingWaste.pdf


  

 The EPA’s Vacuum Sanders: Reducing Dust and Hazardous Air Pollutants fact sheet includes 
information about benefits, cost, and implementation. 
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For free and confidential technical assistance or questions, contact: 

MA Office of Technical Assistance 100 Cambridge Street, Suite 900, Boston MA 02114 

Phone: 617.626.1060 Fax: 617.626.1095 E-mail: maota@mass.gov 

www.mass.gov/eea/ota/masscar 

 

“We purchased some portable vacuum sanders to keep the dust out of the air, making the 
shop cleaner and keeping our workers safer. Without the vacuum sanders, our workers 

would be covered in dust and contaminate the air throughout the shop.” 
 

Tom Ricci, Owner, Body & Paint Center 

“We purchased a portable vacuum sander, which has done a fantastic job keeping the dust 
out of the air. Additionally, the sanding pads last noticeably longer when used with a 

vacuum sander compared to a traditional sander, which is certainly a money saver. More 
recently, we started purchasing mesh sanding pads, which have performed great.” 

 
David Lelievre, Collision repair Instructor, Montachusett Vocational Technical School 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2013-12/documents/vacuum_sanders_fact_sheet.pdf
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