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Almost any solid material that burns can be combustible when finely divided 
into a dust. Workers in the facility can be instrumental in recognizing unsafe 
conditions, taking preventative action, and alerting management. 

➢ When combustible dust in the proper concentration is dispersed (spread 
out) in a cloud, and then ignited, a flash fire occurs.

➢ When a flash fire is confined, in a space that is contained, the pressure that 
develops can cause an explosion. The confinement could be a room, 
processing equipment, a dust collector, a conveyor, or an entire building.

➢ The flying shrapnel, blast wave, and building collapse caused by the 
explosion can cause severe injuries, fatalities, and property damage.

If there is an explosion caused by combustible dust, there is a danger of even 
more explosions that can happen soon after.

• Primary Explosion refers to the first combustible dust explosion.

• Secondary Explosion refers to additional explosions that happen as the 
heat from the initial blast reaches more accumulated dust in other areas 
of the facility.

Combustible dust can accumulate on any upward facing surface and fine dust 
can even cling to vertical surfaces, like walls.

➢ The build-up of even a small amount of dust on surfaces like rafters, roofs, 
suspended ceilings, ducts, and windowsills can cause serious damage if an 
explosion occurs. 

➢ Secondary explosions can continue to ignite in sequence, cascading 
throughout a facility, and can often be far more destructive than the primary 
explosion.

(OSHA SHIB 07-31-2005)(OSHA Quick Card 3674)
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• OSHA Quick Card 3674 Prevent Dust Explosions; osha.gov/sites/default/files/publications/OSHA_3674.pdf

• OSHA SHIB 07-31-2005 Combustible Dust in Industry; osha.gov/publications/shib073105

• OSHA Fact Sheet 3878 Combustible Dust Hazards; osha.gov/sites/default/files/publications/OSHA3878.pdf

Preventing catastrophic dust explosions starts with a thorough hazard 
assessment. Any activity that creates dust should be investigated to determine if 
there is a risk that the dust is combustible.

While dust control measures will vary for each facility, the general approach 
focuses on the three Cs—capture, contain, and clean. 

Capture dust before it escapes into a work area by using properly designed, 
installed, approved, and maintained dust collection systems.

Contain dust within equipment, systems, or rooms that are
built and operated to safely handle combustible dust.

Clean work areas, overhead surfaces and concealed spaces
frequently and thoroughly using safe housekeeping
methods to remove combustible dusts not captured
or contained.

➢ Ignition control is also an important component 
of preventing combustible dust explosions. 

(OSHA Fact Sheet 3878)


