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Avoid Chemical Mishaps
You might work with chemicals every day.  But do you really know what could happen if you combine them?

Never assume they're safe.  Chemicals can be combined unintentionally or on purpose.  During routine equipment maintenance, open containers of cleaning solutions may sit side by side.  A 55-gallon drum can fall off a forklift, bang into something sharp, and spill its contents over a powdered substance that the last shift didn't clean up very well.  No matter how they get combined, everybody in the shop should know what can happen if they do.  You should be familiar with the material safety data sheets (MSDS) for every chemical you work with.  Even if you rarely work with chemicals, make sure you go over the MSDS for each substance before you start a project.  The more you know going in, the better prepared you will be if an emergency does occur.  Toward the bottom of every MSDS is a section that describes what chemicals the material is not compatible with.  Sometimes the incompatible chemicals are named specifically.  But often it says something like, Chemical X is incompatible with esters or oxidizing agents, or some generic class of materials.  If you're still not absolutely sure--treat all substances as toxic and flammable until you know differently.

Don't mix up the rules.  Never take chances when you mix chemicals.  With thousands of substances being used in industry, there are too many ways something can go wrong.  And don't let the form that chemicals come packaged in deceive you.  A powder can react with another powder just as easily as it can with a vapor or liquid.  Following are some guidelines to keep in mind when you mix chemicals:


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"
Acids mixed with organic compounds, such as wood, paper, or turpentine, can ignite and start a fire or 


explosion.


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"
Acids mixed with some bases generate an enormous amount of heat.  That heat can cause an explosion and 

splatter the chemicals.


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"
Chlorine bleach mixed with ammonia-based cleaners can create an extremely toxic gas.


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" 
Chemicals described as "oxidizers" can also cause a violent heat-releasing reaction when mixed with 



chemical "reducing agents."  For example, nitric acid (an oxidizer) mixed with acetic acid (a reducing 



agent) can explode.


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"
Add acids to water--water added to acid builds up heat and can cause the liquid to splatter.

When chemicals are combined, the resulting mixture may be totally different from the original substances.  Remember this applies to chemical disposal, too.  Never pour two chemicals down a sink.  Review disposal instructions in the MSDS.  Washing them down with water can harm the environment and, depending on the chemicals, cause a violent reaction.  The chemicals can get caught in the drain pipe and react with chemicals disposed of by the next user.

Soak it up.  Besides getting a handle on the information in the MSDS, check and ensure your workplace stocks commercial-spill absorbents.  Spill kits should contain chemicals which neutralize the substances that could be spilled.  A bag of compounds for an acid spill, a bag of an absorbent you would put on organic chemicals, and so on.

