
How to Effectively Use Safety Data Sheets in Emergency Situations 

A chemical spill suddenly erupts in your facility. Panic spreads as employees scramble to 

respond, unsure of the next steps.  In these critical moments, having immediate access 

to precise information can be the difference between a controlled situation and a 

catastrophic disaster.  Safety Data Sheets (SDSs) are vital for efficiently managing such 

emergencies.   

The Role of SDSs in Emergency Situations 

Safety Data Sheets are detailed documents that provide essential information about 

hazardous chemicals.  Each SDS, following the Globally Harmonized System (GHS), has 

a specific format and includes section headings with associated information.  This 

information covers proper identification, mitigation measures, handling and storage 

recommendations, supporting physical and technical data, and other regulatory details. 

In the midst of an emergency, having quick access to precise information is crucial.  SDSs 

play a pivotal role in providing the necessary details to manage such situations effectively.  

Immediate Access to Information 

During emergencies, time is of the essence.  SDSs provide critical information swiftly, 

ensuring responders have access to the necessary details to act immediately.  For 

instance, if a chemical spill occurs, the SDS will outline the specific risks associated with 

the chemical and the appropriate response measures.  This rapid access to information 

can prevent confusion and delay, reducing potential harm. 

Ensuring SDSs are readily accessible in digital and hard copy formats allows for quick 

consultation, regardless of the situation.  Digital SDSs can be stored in an easily 

searchable database, allowing responders to instantly pull up the information on their 

devices. 

Chemical Hazards Identification 

One of the primary roles of an SDS is to identify the specific hazards associated with 

chemicals.  This section of the SDS includes details such as: 

• Physical Hazards: Risks associated with a substance's ability to catch fire 

(flammability), explode (explosiveness), or react dangerously with other 

chemicals (reactivity). 

• Health Hazards: Risks that a substance poses to human health, including its 

potential to cause poisoning (toxicity), cancer (carcinogenicity), or respiratory 

issues (respiratory sensitization). 

• Environmental Hazards: Risks a substance poses to the environment, 

particularly its potential to harm aquatic life and ecosystems. 

Understanding these hazards is crucial for determining the appropriate response 

measures.  For example, knowing whether a chemical is highly flammable, or toxic will 



influence the type of protective equipment needed and the approach to containment and 

cleanup. 

First Aid Measures 

SDSs provide detailed first aid instructions tailored to the specific chemicals involved.  

These instructions include: 

• Immediate Actions: Steps to take immediately after exposure, such as flushing 

the skin or eyes with water. 

• Symptoms: Signs of exposure that responders and those exposed should watch 

for, like coughing, dizziness, or skin irritation. 

• Medical Attention: Guidance on when to seek medical attention and what 

information to provide healthcare professionals. 

For example, if an employee is exposed to a corrosive substance, the SDS outlines the 

procedure to neutralize the chemical and prevent further injury.  This direction supports 

medical responders, allowing them to provide accurate and effective assistance. 

Firefighting Measures 

In the event of a fire involving hazardous materials, the firefighting measures section of 

an SDS is indispensable.  This section provides: 

• Extinguishing Methods: Recommendations on unsuitable and suitable 

extinguishing agents, such as water, foam, or dry chemicals. 

• Firefighting Instructions: Specific tactics for safely handling fires involving the 

chemical, including evacuation procedures and containment strategies. 

For instance, if a chemical reacts violently with water, the SDS will highlight this, 

preventing firefighters from making the situation worse by using the wrong extinguishing 

agent. 

Accidental Release Measures 

When spills or accidental releases occur, SDSs provide detailed procedures to manage 

these incidents effectively.  These procedures include: 

• Containment and Cleanup Methods: Steps to contain the spill, such as using 

absorbent materials or creating barriers, and instructions for safely cleaning up 

the chemical, including the disposal of contaminated materials. 

• Emergency procedures: A detailed list of immediate actions to be taken by the 

emergency responders on arrival at the scene. 

• Personal Protective Equipment (PPE): Recommendations on the necessary 

PPE to protect responders during the containment and cleanup process. 



For example, a chemical spill occurs in a manufacturing plant.  In that case, the SDS 

will guide the response team on how to safely contain and clean up the spill, preventing 

environmental contamination and supporting the workers' safety. 

Recognizing the critical role of SDSs during emergencies, it's essential to implement 

excellent practices that support their effective use. 

 

Best Practices for Using SDSs in Emergencies 

Here are several excellent practices that help to maximize the effectiveness of SDSs 

during emergencies. 

• Training and Awareness: Training is the foundation of effective SDS utilization. 

All employees should be trained to access and understand SDSs.   This training 

should cover how to read each section of the SDS, interpret hazard information, 

and apply safety measures. 

• Accessibility: According to OSHA's Hazard Communication Standard, SDSs 

must be easily accessible during emergencies. This means storing them in digital 

and hard copy formats for most organizations.  For example, house digital SDSs 

in an easily searchable database that employees can access via mobile devices, 

tablets, or computers.  Hard copies should be available in key locations, such as 

near hazardous material storage areas and central office spaces.  Consider 

using color-coded binders or labels for quick identification. 

• Regular Updates and Reviews: Regular updates and reviews of SDSs are 

essential for maintaining accurate and reliable information. Designate a team or 

individual responsible for reviewing SDSs on a set schedule, such as quarterly or 

semi-annually.  This team should add new chemicals, replace outdated SDSs, 

and ensure all information complies with current regulations. 

Implementing these practices can significantly enhance your emergency preparedness.   


