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Good afternoon, my name is David W. Johnson, I am CEO of Summitville Tiles, 
Inc., located in the small northeast Ohio village of Summitville, Ohio ~ a firm that 
was started by my grandfather 105 years ago, in 1912.  
 
I am also the former Chairman of the Ohio Manufacturer’s Association, on whose 
Board I have served for the past twenty years.  
 
Additionally, I currently serve on the Board of the Tile Council of North America 
(the tile industry’s national trade association) ~ Summitville Tiles is the only 
charter member of that organization surviving, which started in 1946.  
 
Seven years ago, our company received an award from the Ohio Bureau of 
Workers Compensation for having achieved 650,000+ hours without a “lost time” 
employee accident over a two year period…then after one minor such accident, we 
went another 300,000+ hours for a combined almost 1,000,000 hours with no “lost 
time” employee accidents in the span of three years.  
 
This brought Summitville Tiles to the attention of the Governor of Ohio who 
subsequently nominated me to serve on the Board of the Ohio Bureau of Workers 
Compensation where I currently am in my second term and serve as Chairman of 
the Safety & Hygiene Committee – the committee that focuses on workplace safety 
and employee wellness for all of Ohio’s workers, private and public sector. 
 
Now a little about my company and why I am here today: 
 

• Summitville Tiles employs approximately 150 employees. We have one 
shale mine where approximately 70% of our raw material is mined. We have 
a tile and brick factory where we produce quarry tiles, industrial floor brick, 
roofing tiles and thin brick. And, we have a small mortar and grout facility 
where we manufacture installation materials for the ceramic tile and brick 
industry. 

 
• Point of reference – we supplied all of the clay (flat) 6” x 9” roofing tiles at 

the White House and on, both, the West and East Wings of the White House; 
In 1951, we supplied the face brick used in the major renovations of the  
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White House; and we have supplied all of the 8” hexagonal red quarry tiles 
on the floors of the Washington, DC Metro system, since its inception.  

 
• We are known not for our cheap prices, but rather for the finest quality tile 

and brick available in the United States today. 
 

• We attribute the successes of our company to our two most valuable 
resources: 1) our rich clay reserves, located onsite; and (more importantly) 
2) four generations of the families that comprise our workforce – where the 
average seniority is 18 years…and where total combined employee seniority 
amounts to 2,752 total years of service ~ our most senior employee has 47 
years with us.  

 
• The safety and well being of our employees is absolutely uppermost in our 

minds – they are literally an extension of family.   
 
Since my purpose in being here today is to discuss OSHA’s new  
“Silica Rule” - please note that we have not had a single case of silicosis at 
Summitville Tiles in our 105 years in business.  
 
And, the two national trade associations with which we are aligned, (Tile Council 
of North America & Brick Industry Association) have similarly reported to us that 
there have only been a few documented case of silicosis within the ceramic tile 
and/or brick industry in the last 100 years.  
 
Why is it that Silicosis is virtually nonexistent in the clay products industry? 
 

• The shale and clay that are in use in our industry have a molecular structure 
belonging to minerals known as aluminosilicates…with only about 15% of 
their body composition containing crystalline (or free) silica. 

 
• This particular molecular structure is NOT known to cause silicosis, as 

validated by years of the scientific research and documentation that the 
structural clay products industry has undertaken…and which we can make 
available to you through those organizations. 

 
• In fact, the aluminosilicate compound that comprises 85% of our shale and 

clay body is essentially identical to the clay body composition which is used 
in the “Kitty Litter” industry, an industry which has, in fact, received an 
exemption from the ‘Silica Rule’ under consideration here.  
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Without a similar exemption for the structural clay tile and brick industry, what 
would the economic impact on companies like Summitville Tiles be?  Please 
consider the following: 
 

• The U S ceramic tile industry, as a whole, has been decimated in recent 
years – with imports rising to as high as 85% of the US domestic market in 
the 1990’s…to where it has more recently settled in at 70%.  

 
• According to the latest data collected by the tile industry’s national trade 

association (TCNA), the average price per square foot of US produced tile 
has remained stagnant over the last decade all the while imports from 
nations such as China, for instance, are priced as much as 60% under US tile 
producers’ average unit selling price. 

 
• Accordingly, imports from China alone have gone from 2% to 20.9% in the 

past decade. 
 

• Mexican imports, during this same period of time, increased from 10.4% to 
20.7% of the US market.  

 
• Both, the American tile and brick industry are off in total volume by 25% 

and over 60% respectively just since the 2009 ‘Great Recession’…causing 
scores of factories across the nation to be shuttered. 

 
How has all of this specifically impacted Summitville Tiles? Here is a sampling: 
 

• We built a state of art tile manufacturing plant in 1990…with production 
lines that were four football fields long, totally automated…in order to 
compete with the afore mentioned imports which were @ 40% of US 
market in 1990, with an average unit selling price @ $1.20/SF. 

 
• By 2000, imports had risen to 85% of the US market and unit prices 

dropped to less than $.60/SF…plus the 9/11/01 catastrophe took US 
economy into tank ~ all combining to make the proverbial “perfect storm” 
for my small company. 

 
• This precipitated the financial collapse of Summitville Tiles…forcing us to 

close & liquidate the new factory (liquidated $1 Million tile presses for the 
value of scrap metal); forcing us to close one Ohio tile factory and merge all 
remaining production into the other, lone Ohio tile plant; we also closed 18 
distribution centers across the country…in total laid off 600 valued 
employees…and ultimately were forced to file bankruptcy in 2003. 
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• After emerging from Chapter 11, it took the company ten years to pay off 
all of our creditors – both secured (banks) and unsecured (loyal 
vendors)…which drained the company of about every financial resource it 
had banked over the prior 100 years, leaving us in a very tenuous but still 
survivable condition. 

 
• Today…though we make the highest quality tiles in the world…we are 

fighting for every order…fighting to survive…operating our last tile factory 
at 50% of its capacity…hoping and praying for an uptick in the US 
economy and some leveling of the playing field vis-à-vis the global trade 
situation. 

 
What would the new ‘Silica Rule’ do to Summitville Tiles? We are not sure at this 
point. But in the shape we are in, almost any significant increased cost to 
operations would be perilous. What we fear is as follows: 
 

• A local competitor in the brick sector recently shared with us that, with a 
plant very similar to our size and age (built ca 1900), their estimated 
compliance costs are as high as $1 Million. This isn’t their “guess”…it is 
based upon careful analysis and actual cost calculations that they have put to 
pen and paper….something we simply do not have the staff to do at this 
time. 

 
• Furthermore, we are advised that there are only three labs in the entire US 

that can even accurately conduct the required silica tests @ 25 microgram 
action level and 50 microgram Permissible Exposure Level (PEL) standard – 
a test method which must be able to measure 25 x 1 millionths of a gram of 
particulate @ actionable standard. 

 
• There is no way Summitville Tiles could reasonably be expected to comply 

with such costs given the state of the industry and the financial condition of 
the company – so rather than “rescuing” our employees from an 
occupational disease that has never occurred and does not now threaten to 
occur…and cannot threaten them due to the realities of our largely 
aluminosilicate body…they may all face the permanent loss of their job, loss 
of their health care, loss of their retirement plan, loss of their livelihood in a 
region of the nation where far too few companies like Summitville Tiles 
have survived. Their alternative may be no job at all…or, at best, certainly 
not a job as decent as the one they have with us. 
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Conclusions: 
 

• In our 105 years in business, there has not been one reported case of silicosis 
nor one documented case of silicosis in the tile or brick industry itself; 

 
• Given the unique molecular structure of the shale and clay used in our 

industry (essentially identical to that which is used in the OSHA-exempt 
“kitty litter” industry)…comprised largely of aluminosilicate (as opposed to 
the sort of crystalline (free) silica)…there is no known way in which 
silicosis could even ever occur; 

 
• With the US clay industry in shambles…facing unprecedented global 

competition from nations that do not have to contend with near the 
regulatory costs as American producers…clearly the projected compliance 
costs associated with OSHA’s new ‘Silica Rule’ would jeopardize the very 
survival of companies like Summitville Tiles…and risk the loss of perhaps 
thousands of jobs throughout the structural clay products industry. 

 
With all of the above in mind, I am respectfully asking for OSHA’s 
reconsideration of this rule, allowing for more in-depth input from those that are 
most affected by the final rule as it stands today. The very survival of my company 
may well hinge on your decision.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


