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GAS CYLINDERS

The paragraph which follows is a para-
phrase from a recently published report of 
the Accident Prevention Bureau. It briefly 
outlines a 3-fatality plant accident. 

“Three men were fatally injured and 30 
others were wounded last week at a local 
industry. The injuries resulted from the 
eruption of a gaseous oxygen bottle. It is 
difficult to imagine that a single oxygen 
bottle could cause such devastation. 

Far above the site of the accident, the valve 
from the top of the bottle was found im-
bedded in the ceiling. The bottom of the 
bottle was dug deep into the flooring, 
and the center of the bottle shredded into 
shrapnel. Legs, arms, and even one person’s 
head were sheared completely off.” 
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Given the right circumstance, any oxygen 
or other compressed gas tank can turn into 
a devastatingly lethal explosive. Although 
these tanks have ¼ inch thick steel walls, 
if the tank is dropped, struck with heavy 
or sharp tools, or an electric arc is struck 
on it, the cylinder can violently blow up. 
Needless to say, this can cause severe injury 
or even death. 

It is imperative that you properly identify 
what kind of gas each cylinder or tank con-
tains. Never rely on the color of the tank 
since one manufacturer can color-code 
their own cylinders differently than an-
other manufacturer. The only way to reli-
ably identify the contained gas is to read 
the label. 
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Along with the contents, the label identi-
fies what the associated hazards are and 
what preventative safety measures must be 
taken. In the event of a missing or illegible 
label, do not use the cylinder even if you 
are sure that you know what is inside. Let 
your supervisor know immediately so that 
the manufacturer or supplier can be noti-
fied. 

Tank storage is another important factor. 
The location of the storage facility must 
be carefully thought out. Never store tanks 
near a source of heat, whether an actual 
source or a potential source, or in a loca-
tion that is exposed to extreme variations 
in weather. 

Shield cylinders from electrical circuits. 
Place barriers around the storage area to 
protect cylinders from errant vehicle traf-
fic such as forklifts or trucks, and ensure 
that it is not located beneath an area from 
which heavy objects could fall.

Never use any spark-producing tools, don’t 
smoke, and keep open flames away from 
the storage facility. 

Empty tanks should be stored with the 
valves turned to the closed or “off ” posi-
tion. If any accessories were delivered with 
the tanks, secure them to the tank and re-
turn them in the same condition in which 
they were received. Label the tank “Emp-
ty”, and store it apart from the full tanks 
while waiting for it to be picked up.

Remember that accidents always have a 
cause. Conscientiously following posted 
and learned safety rules will greatly reduce 
the number of accidents.
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