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Emergency Response to Chemical Spills 

Chemical spills in the workplace can pose significant 

health, safety, and environmental risks. Understanding 

how to respond to such incidents effectively is crucial in 

minimizing harm as well as preventing further damage.  

Small vs Large Chemical Spills 

Small chemical spills typically involve substances with low 

toxicity, posing minimal risk of overexposure or 

significant inhalation hazards. These spills generally 

consist of chemicals that are not highly toxic, do not 

present major fire or environmental risks, and occur in 

controlled or non-public areas. 

Large chemical spills involve substantial quantities of 

highly toxic substances or chemicals released in public 

areas or near drains. These types of spills necessitate an 

emergency response. 

The 3Cs of Chemical Spill Response – Small Spill 

The response to a small spill can be summarized into 

three critical actions, the 3Cs: Control, Contain, and 

Clean-up. 

o Control: Stop the source of the spill to prevent 

further release. 

o Contain: Restrict the spill to a limited area to prevent 

spread. Use barriers or absorbents as needed.  

o Clean-up: Remove contaminated materials, 

decontaminate the area, and dispose of waste 

safely. 

Large/Hazardous Spills 

Large spills are greater than 1 liter or may be spills 

containing highly toxic, volatile, or flammable chemicals. 

Some examples include: 

• Ammonia: A widely used chemical and cleaning 

agent, highly corrosive and toxic when inhaled  

• Arsenic: A solid, non-metallic element highly 

toxic to humans, often found in pesticides and 

wood preservatives 

• Benzene: Found in crude oil and gas, used to 

make plastics and detergents  

• Cadmium: Present in batteries, solar panels, and 

certain coatings 

• Chlorine: Commonly used for disinfection, but 

mishandling can release toxic chlorine gas  

• Hydrochloric Acid: A clear, colorless solution 

that is a highly corrosive, strong mineral acid 

also known as muriatic acid  

• Sulfuric Acid: A clear, colorless, oily liquid that is 

very corrosive, also called battery acid and 

hydrogen sulfate  

Emergency Procedures 

In the event of a significant spill or any spill involving 

highly toxic, volatile, or flammable chemicals, the 

following steps should be taken: 

• Evacuate - Immediately leave the area and notify 

colleagues and your supervisor about the spill. 

• Call 911 – Reach out to emergency responders, 

providing information on the chemical involved, its 

location, and the severity of the spill. 

• First Aid – Assist anyone who may have been 

exposed. Contaminated clothing should be removed 

right away, and the affected skin should be flushed 

with water for at least 15 minutes. 
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