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MESSAGE FROM THE EDITOR

Fire extinguishers help save lives, property
Fire is among the deadliest of workplace hazards and the most preventable 
of accidents. The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that up to 3 percent of 
workplace fatalities in any given year are caused by fires and explosions. How 
will your employees respond to fire-related emergencies? Will they evacuate or 
will they use portable fire extinguishers to fight fires? 

If portable fire extinguishers are available for employee use, you must provide an 
educational program to familiarize employees with the general principles of fire 
extinguisher use and the hazards involved with incipient stage fire fighting; this is 
required upon initial employment and at least annually thereafter. 

If employees are designated to use fire extinguishers as part of your emergency 
action plan, training in the use of the appropriate equipment is required upon 
initial assignment and at least annually thereafter. These requirements are found 
at 1910.157(g).

This month’s Training Blueprint has an outline you can use to provide employees 
with information and training on fire hazards and the use of fire extinguishers. 
The employee Handout and Quiz can be used to reinforce learning. ♦
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Fire extinguisher training: Learn how to save lives
Fire is the most common type of emergency 
for which businesses must plan. One way to 
limit the amount of damage due to fires is 
to make portable fire extinguishers available 
in the workplace. When used properly, fire 
extinguishers can save lives and property by 
putting out a small fire or controlling a fire 
until trained fire fighters arrive.

Overview
If portable fire extinguishers are available 
for employee use, the employer must 
provide an educational program to familiarize employees 
with the general principles of fire extinguisher use and the 
hazards involved with incipient stage fire fighting; this is 
required upon initial employment and at least annually 
thereafter. 

If employees are designated to use fire extinguishers 
as part of an emergency action plan, training in the use 
of the appropriate equipment is required upon initial 
assignment and at least annually thereafter. These 
requirements are found at 29 CFR 1910.157(g).

Specific training elements
1. Introduce the term “incipient stage” fire.
Portable fire extinguishers are designed to be used for 
“incipient stage” fire fighting. 

An incipient stage fire means a fire that is in the initial or 
beginning stage. The fire is small, contained, and is not 
spreading quickly. It can be controlled or extinguished by 
using portable fire extinguishers. Employees don’t need 
to wear protective clothing or a respirator when they use 
a fire extinguisher because an incipient stage fire isn’t 
giving off dangerous amounts of heat and smoke.

2. Review your fire extinguisher use policy.
If the employer sets up an emergency action plan 
(1910.38) and trains all employees to evacuate in case of 
a fire, there’s no need to comply with OSHA’s rule on 
portable fire extinguishers. Fire extinguishers won’t be 
available, and employees won’t use them.

A similar option is to have fire extinguishers in the 
workplace, but not intend them for employee use (see 
1910.157(a)). In this case, building code or insurance 
provisions may require fire extinguishers in the 
workplace, but all employees are to evacuate in case 

of a fire — they are not to try to use 
an extinguisher. In this case, the fire 
extinguishers must be properly inspected 
and tested, and employees need to be 
trained to evacuate by following the 
emergency action plan.

A third option is for the employer to 
designate certain employees to use fire 
fighting equipment (refer to 1910.157(g)
(3)). These designated employees need 
hands-on training on the fire fighting 

equipment used in the workplace. Other employees would 
be trained to evacuate by following the emergency action 
plan.

The fourth option is for the employer to provide portable 
fire extinguishers for use by any employee to use in 
fighting incipient stage fires. Under this option, an 
educational program must familiarize all employees with 
the general principles of fire extinguisher use (1910.157(g)
(1) and (g)(2)). Where any employee is permitted to use a 
portable fire extinguisher, all employees must be provided 
with hands-on training in the use of the fire extinguishing 
equipment (1910.157(g)(3)).

TRAINER’S NOTE: Describe the option that applies to your 
employees and explain how you provide hands-on training (if 
applicable).

3. Explain how fire extinguishers are selected for 
different classes of fires.
There are different types of fire extinguishers for different 
types of fires. The National Fire Protection Association 
(NFPA) describes the following classes of fires:

• Class A — Fires involving ordinary combustibles, 
such as wood, cloth, paper, and plastics.

• Class B — Fires involving flammable liquids, such as 
gasoline, oil, and oil-based paints.

• Class C — Fires involving energized electrical 
equipment, such as wiring, fuse boxes, circuit 
breakers, appliances, and machinery.

• Class D — Fires involving combustible metals, such 
as magnesium or sodium.

• Class K — Fires resulting from the combustibles of 
cooking oils and fats. Commercial kitchens usually 
have special extinguishers for Class K fires. 

TRAINING BLUEPRINT — FIRE EXTINGUISHERS



4 Employee Safety Training Advisor April 2021

The fire extinguishers in your workplace have been 
selected and installed based on the classes of fires that 
may occur and the fires’ potential size and degree of 
hazard.

TRAINER’S NOTE: The NFPA 10 “Standard for Portable Fire 
Extinguishers” uses the classification and rating system of 
Underwriters Laboratories, Inc. (UL). UL publishes a standard, 
UL 711 “Rating and Fire Testing of Fire Extinguishers.”

4. Outline how fire extinguishers are distributed in 
your workplace .
Under OSHA’s requirements and local building and fire 
codes, there are acceptable distances that employees 
need to travel to reach various types of portable fire 
extinguishers. Don’t move a fire extinguisher from its 
designated space.

OSHA requires that fire extinguishers be mounted, 
located, and identified so they are “readily accessible.” 
OSHA does not set a clearance distance around fire 
extinguishers, but it only makes sense that nothing is 
stored where it would hide an extinguisher or block access 
to it. OSHA’s rule on powered industrial trucks states that, 
in regard to truck operation, access to fire equipment shall 
be kept clear (i.e., don’t park the forklift where it would 
block access to a fire extinguisher).

A good practice to identify the location of fire 
extinguishers is to use red signs that can be seen from 
three directions (front, left, and right). Sometimes 
floor markings are used to help keep the area around 
extinguishers clear.

TRAINER’S NOTE: NFPA 10 includes guidelines for the 
mounting height of extinguishers, based on the extinguisher’s 
weight.

5. Introduce the hazards involved in fighting incipient 
stage fires.
Fires produce life-threatening 
smoke, create heat, and can 
spread very quickly. Don’t 
get the wrong impression 
about how fast a fire can 
grow and how much time is 
truly available for a person to 
escape from it. Scenes from 
movies and television may 
cause people to underestimate fire dangers.

The National Fire Research Laboratory (NFFL) of 
the National Institute of Standards and Technology 
(NIST) has conducted tests that show flashover (when 
all combustibles in a room burst into flames and the fire 

spreads rapidly) can occur in about five minutes from a 
wastebasket near an office workstation.

Employees should not attempt to fight a fire if any of the 
following conditions exist:

• A fire extinguisher isn’t readily accessible;

• They aren’t sure if the fire extinguisher is the right 
type for the fire;

• They aren’t sure how to use the extinguisher;

• The fire is already smoky, hot, or is spreading rapidly; 
or 

• The escape path is threatened or blocked.

Employees should be sure all of the following conditions 
have been met before attempting to fight a fire:

• They’re trained and confident in extinguisher use,

• Someone is calling the fire department,

• The building is being evacuated,

• The fire is small and contained,

• They can fight the fire with their back towards a safe 
path of escape, and

• The extinguisher’s class (A, B, C, D, or K) matches 
the type of fire involved.

TRAINER’S NOTE: Remind employees of how they are to 
report a fire.

6. Demonstrate how to use a fire extinguisher safely.
Remember that fire extinguishers can be heavy. 
Employees should get the feel of one before they ever 
have to use one.

When using a typical extinguisher, employees should 
follow the “PASS” method. Hold the extinguisher upright 
and:

• Pull the pin, standing back eight to 10 feet from the 
fire,

• Aim at the base of the fire,

• Squeeze the handle to release the extinguishing agent, 
and

• Sweep from side to side at the base of the fire.

Remain calm, but act quickly. Most extinguishers have a 
limited operation time of about 10 to 20 seconds. ♦

TRAINER’S NOTE: Provide details of how to use the 
extinguishers in your workplace.

Key to remember: If fire extinguishers are intended 
for employee use, employees must be trained in their 
use as well as on the hazards associated with fighting 
small or developing fires.
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Fire extinguishers help you stay calm under pressure
Take fire extinguisher training seriously 
because you won’t have time to look for your 
notes from class if a fire starts at work or at 

home. And, you don’t want to panic.

Know the basics
To safely use an extinguisher, you should know how to:

• Recognize the 
hazards of a fire,

• Determine if the 
fire is small and 
confined enough for 
an extinguisher to be 
effective,

• Select the correct type 
of extinguisher, and

• Use the fire 
extinguisher properly.

Above all, the first action to take if there’s a fire is to 
sound the alarm so employees are warned to evacuate 
according to the emergency action plan (EAP). 

Know when to evacuate
It isn’t always safe to use an extinguisher. Do not attempt 
to fight a fire if any of the following conditions exist:

• You aren’t designated or trained to use a fire 
extinguisher;

• A fire extinguisher isn’t “readily accessible” — don’t 
go looking for an extinguisher and expect the fire to 
stay small until you return;

• You aren’t sure if the extinguisher is the right type for 
the fire;

• The fire is already smoky, hot, or is spreading rapidly; 
or

• Your escape path is threatened or blocked — don’t 
climb over equipment or potentially trap yourself in a 
tight space to reach the fire.

Use an extinguisher
It may be safe to use an extinguisher if all of the following 
conditions have been met:

• You’re trained and confident in extinguisher use,

• Someone is calling the fire department,

• The building is being evacuated,

• The fire is small and contained,

• You can keep your back toward a safe path of escape, 
and

• The extinguisher’s class (A, B, C, D, or K) matches 
the type of fire.

When using a typical extinguisher, follow the “PASS” 
method. Hold the extinguisher upright and:

P  ull the pin, standing back 8 
to 10 feet from the fire.

Aim at the base of the fire.

Squeeze the handle to release 
the extinguishing agent.

Sweep at the base of the fire 
with the extinguishing agent.

Remain calm, but act quickly. Most portable fire 
extinguishers act for only about 10 to 20 seconds. ♦

Quiz — Fire extinguishers help you stay calm under pressure
For each question, show if you think the statement is True or False.

1. Don’t use an extinguisher if the fire is already big, very hot, and smoky.  
True False

2. It’s alright to aim the extinguishing agent at the base of the fire.  
True False

3. Any extinguisher will work on any size or type of fire.  
True False

4. All fire extinguishers spray for at least two minutes.  
True False

5. Never fight a fire if your escape path could be blocked.  
True False
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Proposed HCS changes address combustible dust, small containers
OSHA has issued a proposed rule to revise the Hazard 
Communication Standard (HCS). The revisions are 

intended to align the 
HCS with the United 
Nations’ Globally 
Harmonized System 
of Classification and 
Labeling of Chemicals 
(GHS) Revision 7, 
to address issues 
that arose during 
implementation of 
the 2012 HCS update, 
and to provide better 

alignment with other U.S. agencies and international 
trading partners.

The proposed changes include:

• Revised criteria for classification of certain health and 
physical hazards.

• Revised provisions for labels, including proposed 
provisions addressing the labeling of small containers 
and the relabeling of chemicals that have been 
released for shipment.

• Technical amendments related to the contents of 
safety data sheets (SDSs).

• Revised definitions of “exposure or exposed,” 
“hazardous chemical,” and “physical hazard.”

• Adding definitions for “combustible dust,” “gas,” 
“liquid,” “solid,” “immediate outer package,” 
“physician or other licensed health care professional 
(PLHCP),” and “released for shipment.”

• New provisions relating to concentrations or 
concentration ranges being claimed as trade secrets.

The proposed rule was published in the Federal 
Register February 16. Comments will be accepted 
until April 19 at regulations.gov; search for Docket No. 
OSHA-2019-0001. ♦

NEWS

OSHA issues stronger workplace guidance on COVID-19
OSHA has issued stronger worker safety guidance to help 
employers and workers implement a COVID-19 protection 
program and better identify risks which could lead to 
exposure and contraction. Protecting Workers: Guidance 
on Mitigating and Preventing the Spread of COVID-
19 in the Workplace provides updated guidance and 
recommendations and outlines existing safety and health 
standards.

The guidance states that employers should 
implement a COVID-19 protection program in the 
workplace, and include the following key elements:

• Conduct a hazard assessment.

• Identify control measures to limit the spread of 
the virus.

• Adopt policies for employee absences that 
don’t punish workers as a way to encourage 
potentially infected workers to remain home.

• Ensure that COVID-19 policies and procedures 
are communicated in a language that workers 
understand.

• Implement protections from retaliation for 
workers who raise COVID-19-related concerns.

The guidance details key measures for limiting 
coronavirus’s spread, including ensuring infected 

or potentially infected people are not in the workplace, 
implementing and following physical distancing protocols, 
and using surgical masks or cloth face coverings. It 
also provides guidance on use of personal protective 
equipment, improving ventilation, good hygiene, and 
routine cleaning.

OSHA says it will update the guidance as developments 
in science, best practices, and standards warrant. ♦
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Virginia adopts permanent COVID-19 
standard
Virginia has adopted the nation’s first permanent 
COVID-19 standard, which took effect January 27. The 
state’s temporary standard, which took effect in July 2020, 
expired January 26.

Application of the standard to a place of employment 
will be based on the exposure risk level presented by 
SARS-CoV-2 virus-related and COVID-19 disease-related 
hazards present or job tasks undertaken by employees 
at the place of employment as defined in the standard at 
§25-220-30 (i.e., very high, high, medium, and lower risk 
levels).

By March 26, certain 
employers must 
develop a written 
Infectious Disease 
Preparedness 
and Response 
Plan and provide 
employee training. 
The training must 
enable employees 
to recognize 

the hazards of the SARS-CoV-2 virus and signs and 
symptoms of COVID-19; employees also must be trained 
in the procedures to be followed in order to minimize 
these hazards.

The written plan and training requirements apply to 
employers with hazards or job tasks classified in §25-220-
30 of the standard as very high and high, and medium 
with 11 or more employees.

Like its temporary counterpart, the permanent standard 
requires all employers to mandate social distancing 
measures and face coverings for employees in customer-
facing positions and when social distancing is not 
possible, provide frequent access to hand washing or hand 
sanitizer, and regularly clean high-contact surfaces. ♦
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Question: How many fire extinguishers does 
OSHA require in the workplace?

Answer: In general, OSHA does 
not require the installation of fire 
extinguishers, unless the employer 
has an emergency action plan that 
calls for employees or employee 
fire brigades to fight fires. There 
are a few requirements for extinguishers at various 
places in 29 CFR 1910, but these instances are 
primarily associated with specific fire hazards, 
such as locations where flammable liquids are 
present, spray areas and spray booths, welding and 
cutting areas, dip tank areas, and locations where 
explosives are present.

Question: How must an employer “identify” a 
fire extinguisher?

Answer: According to 1910.157(c)(1), employers 
must provide portable fire extinguishers and mount, 
locate, and identify them so that they are readily 
accessible to employees without subjecting them to 
possible injury. 

OSHA does not state how employers must 
identify fire extinguishers. Whatever method 
is used, employees who are expected to use the 
fire extinguisher must understand how they are 
identified. Signs or wall, post, or floor paint or tape 
are popular methods. While any color identifier is 
acceptable, red is the basic color for identification of 
fire protection equipment and apparatus, according 
to 1910.144. ♦

Expert Help: Questions of the Month

Got a question?

Your subscription includes online access to our 
subject matter experts! Visit the Compliance Library 
at JJKellerLibrary.com and click on      Expert Help to 
take advantage of this great feature.

Next Month’s Topic:  
First aid/medical

Minutes count when someone is injured or becomes 
ill on the job. You can keep the situation from 
getting worse by providing the right type of first aid 
treatment right away.

Answers to quiz on page 5:  
1. True; 2. True; 3. False; 4. False; 5. True
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