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Chemical storage
QUESTION: What are some common chemical storage 
compatibilities?

Responding is Wes Maertz, CSP, technical safety specialist, Grainger, 
Lake Forest, IL.

ANSWER: Chemicals have become a part of our lives, but 
we often forget that they can be harmful if not stored prop-
erly. It has been estimated that approximately 1,000 new 
chemicals come onto the market every year, according to 
an International Labour Organization article from 2004. 
These chemicals are usually found as mixtures in commer-
cial products. In fact, 1 million to 2 million such products 
or trade names exist in most industrialized countries. The 
inherent hazards of so many substances can be reduced by  

minimizing the quantity of chemicals on hand. However, 
when chemicals must be in-house, proper storage is essen-
tial to help reduce or even eliminate the associated risks.

Storing chemicals in the workplace may seem basic, but 
there is more to it than placing chemicals into a storage cab-
inet and walking away. Chemicals cannot simply be stored 
in alphabetical or numerical order; they must be segregated 
and stored based on their compatibility.  Fire, explosion and 
the formation of toxic gas are some of the undesirable conse-
quences when incompatible chemicals collide.

Proper storage information usually can be obtained from 
the Safety Data Sheet, label or other chemical reference 
material. As required by 29 CFR 1910.1200, an SDS must be 
on hand for every chemical in the workplace. The SDS and 
chemical label can be consulted for information on special 
storage requirements. For some, a physical barrier and/or 
distance is effective for proper segregation. If cabinets are 
used to separate chemicals, consider the compatibility of 
the chemicals within the cabinet.
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Basic chemical segregation

CLASS OF CHEMICAL RECOMMENDED STORAGE METHOD EXAMPLES
INCOMPATIBILITIES – 

CONSULT SDS IN ALL CASES

Corrosives-acids Separate acid storage cabinet Mineral acids, hydrochloric 
acid, sulfuric acid, nitric 
acid, perchloric acid and 
chromic acid

Flammable liquids, 
oxidizers, poisons and bases

Corrosives-bases Separate corrosive storage cabinet Ammonium hydroxide and 
sodium hydroxide

Flammable liquids, 
oxidizers, poisons and acids

Flammable liquids Grounded flammable storage 
cabinet

Acetone, benzene, diethyl 
ether, methanol, ethanol 
and toluene

Acids, bases, oxidizers and 
poisons

Flammable solids Separate storage cage in dry, cool 
area

Phosphorus Acids, bases, oxidizers and 
flammable liquids

General non-reactive General shelving, preferably behind 
glass doors or below eye level

Sodium chloride and 
sodium bicarbonate

Consult SDS 

Oxidizers Separate metal storage cabinet Sodium hypochlorite, 
peroxides, perchlorates, 
chlorates, nitrates, bromates 
and superoxides

Flammables, combustibles 
and reducing agents

Poisons Separate area that is cool and dry 
within unbreakable containers

Cyanides and heavy metal 
compounds such as lead, 
cadmium and mercury

Flammable liquids, 
corrosives and oxidizers

Water reactive Separate area that is cool and dry 
in water-tight cabinet

Sodium metal, potassium 
metal and lithium metal

All water-based compounds 
and oxidizers
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