
5.  CHEMICAL SAFETY 

For information on risk assessment for use of chemicals please see section 4 of this manual. 
SBMS guidance note SBMS03 summarises licensing and risk assessment requirements for 
a range of substances. Available from http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/biomedical-
sciences/staff-students Health and Safety section. 

5.1  General Chemical Safety 

The School must abide by the University Safety Policy Part 5 (available from 
http://www.docs.csg.ed.ac.uk/Safety/Policy/Part5.pdf . Research group leaders and those 
who are responsible for the acquisition, storage, and use of hazardous substances must 
ensure that this process is subject to a suitably documented system of planning and 
management.  

In order to comply with the Control of Substances Hazardous to Health (COSHH) 
regulations, a risk assessment should be completed before the substance is 
purchased so that storage, use, and disposal considerations can be made before the 
material is brought onto site. Template risk assessment forms and guidance on 
completing them can be found at http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-
safety/risk-assessments-checklists/risk-assessments  

In order to prevent situations arising in which potentially hazardous materials, of either 
unknown or known composition accumulate for disposal, research groups must keep 
accurate records of chemicals held (e.g. an inventory), and before groups move on, must 
arrange with the local safety advisor to dispose of their chemicals responsibly. 

In addition: 

 Over-ordering of chemicals must be avoided, to prevent the accumulation of 
unwanted chemicals 

 Chemicals must be dated upon receipt and opening to enable older stocks to be 
disposed of if substance has limited shelf life. 

 Liquids should never be placed on shelving above head height.  

 Incompatible chemicals must not be stored in close proximity: In particular, mineral 
acids and organic solvents should not be stored together.  

 Individual workers should not retain chemicals surplus to current needs and should 
return these to the stores or, if the materials cannot be used again, make 
arrangements for their safe disposal.  

5.2  Purchase and Storage of Toxic or Hazardous Substances 

COSHH requires that where a suitable alternative to using a hazardous substance is 
available, substitution must be considered before all other forms of exposure 
prevention.If no suitable less hazardous alternative is available for the work activity, then 
precautions must be taken to ensure the safe use and storage of high hazard materials.   

The COSHH risk assessment should therefore be completed before the substance is 
purchased so that storage, use and disposal considerations can be made before the 
material is brought onto site. 

Materials labelled as Highly Toxic, Extremely Toxic, Very Toxic, or Poison, including 
chemicals with emotive names such as potassium cyanide, etc., must always be kept in 
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secure storage, access to which is available only to nominated key holders.  Accurate 
records of chemicals issued from a secure store must be kept by a nominated person.  

 Chemicals which are Carcinogenic (R45, R49), Mutagenic (R46) or Teratogenic 
must also be stored in a locked cupboard or fridge/freezer. Records of persons 
working with such substances must be kept  

 Weighing of hazardous substances should be avoided if possible by purchasing safer 
formulations, however if absolutely necessary, this must be done in suitable 
containment providing respiratory protection to the user and others around them, e.g. 
fume hood or covered balance.   

 Some chemicals are so toxic or volatile that they should only be opened in a fume 
hood or similar safety/exhaust system.  For further guidance on using fume 
cupboards see http://www.docs.csg.ed.ac.uk/Safety/policy/p5cl/p5cl3.pdf   . 

 Substances listed under Schedule 5 of the Anti Terrorism, Crime and Security act 
2001 must be notified before purchase to the SBSO. Controls on storage, use and 
disposal of Schedule 5 materials are detailed in the SBMS code of practice available 
from the School safety office. 

Substances that are listed on other schedules including Chemical weapons and Drugs 
precursors require a license for purchase- see School guidance note SBMS03 (available 
from http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/biomedical-sciences/staff-students Health 
and Safety section) which summarises this information 

5.3  Flammable/Explosive Substances 

In order to comply with the requirements of the Dangerous Substances and Explosive 
Atmospheres Regulations 2002 (DSEAR) and minimise the risk of a serious laboratory fire, 
the minimum amount of flammable agents, solvents etc required to carry out the work should 
be kept in the laboratory. 

 Use and storage of Flammable substances or substances likely to cause an explosive 
atmosphere should be covered by adequate risk assessment under DSEAR.   

 Forms and guidance are available from http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-
safety/guidance/hazardous-substances/dsear . 

 Flammables must be kept in suitable closed vessels, in fire resistant (up to 30 minutes) 
cupboards, cabinets or bins, (except where provision is made for explosion relief and/or 
ventilation).  Cupboards and bins should be supported and fastened to prevent collapse 
of the structure in case of fire for at least 30 minutes.  The supports and fastenings 
should be of high melting point material (in excess of 750 oC).  A list of contents should 
be clearly displayed on the outside of the cabinet. 

 Group leaders and Building/floor managers should ensure that stores for flammable 
solvents are properly labelled, and are not sited adjacent to doors or other means of 
escape from the laboratory.  

 Containers of flammable solvents should be returned to the storage cupboard, cabinet or 
bin as soon as possible after use.  

 Reasonable quantities of flammable reagents and solvents may be kept in the open 
laboratory in suitably labelled closed vessels of volume not greater than 500ml; (these 
small quantities are excluded from the fifty litre storage limit).  
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 Flammable reagents and solvents must never be stored in a refrigerator or freezer unless 
the internal light has been disconnected and removed and the thermostat control circuit 
has been modified to be spark-proof.  Warning notices must be placed on all refrigerators 
which are not suitable for storing flammable materials.  

 Some chemical substances are explosive when subject to heat or shock.  These include 
perchlorate salts, some organic azides and peroxides.  If there is any risk that an 
experiment involves or will produce an explosive substance, the experiment must be 
carried out behind a blast screen, and the research worker should wear goggles and/or a 
full face mask.  

5.4  Cryogenic Liquids (e.g. Nitrogen) 

All users must receive adequate training and supervision when dispensing from pressurised 
vessels. Liquid Nitrogen facilities are governed by a separate School code of practice, and 
specific local rules for each facility. For SBMS central area, the Safety manager will train all 
new workers before authorisation is given for accessing the facility. 

In General: 

 Staff/students must not use the liquid nitrogen facilities unless authorised to do so 

 All users must strictly obey the safety procedures displayed at each facility.  

 Users must never work alone in the liquid nitrogen facility.   

 Users must never allow anyone to share a confined space (e.g. a lift) with a vessel 
containing liquid nitrogen.   

 See also guidelines from the Biosafety unit on storage of samples in liquid nitrogen. 
http://www.docs.csg.ed.ac.uk/Safety/bio/guidance/blm/liquid_nitrogen.pdf   

5.5  Disposal of Hazardous Chemicals 

Guidance on identifying the correct waste disposal route can be found at 
http://www.docs.csg.ed.ac.uk/estatesbuildings/waste/WGN001_Chemicals.pdf (Also see 
section 10 for more details).   

All members of SBMS should comply with the University Waste and recycling policy. (See 
http://www.docs.csg.ed.ac.uk/estatesbuildings/waste/Recycling_and_Waste_Policy.pdf ).   

A list of substances forbidden from disposal to sewer can be found at 
http://www.docs.csg.ed.ac.uk/estatesbuildings/waste/guidelines_for_control_and_charging_tr
ade_effluent.pdf  

Toxic and noxious substances should be properly disposed of after use by the research 
worker using them, in accordance with the relevant risk assessment. 

Where the COSHH assessment identifies waste as hazardous, the researcher should 
arrange with their Laboratory or floor manager for the uplift and disposal of the waste. 

5.6  Chemical Spills 

All laboratories working with hazardous substances must include emergency procedures into 
their risk assessments. In the event of a spillage incident, contact your local safety 
advisor/floor manager and obtain the relevant risk assessment for the substance(s) involved. 
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Section 2 of this manual has details of spill kits and what should be in them. These should be 
accessible and checked regularly to ensure the contents are replenished after use. Staff who 
are assigned to deal with spills must be given appropriate training and personal protective 
equipment (PPE). 


