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Toolbox Talk: Chemical Hazards and the Hazardous Materials Identification System 

Introduction 
Understanding the risks associated with hazardous chemicals in the workplace is essential for 
maintaining a safe work environment. The Hazardous Materials Identification System (HMIS), part of 
the broader Hazard Communication Standard set forth by the National Fire Protection Association 
(NFPA), provides a standardized labeling system to help employees quickly identify the type and 
severity of hazards associated with chemicals. 
 
Understanding the Labeling System 
The HMIS uses a universal color and numbering system, along with letters to indicate the required 
personal protective equipment (PPE). This system allows workers to quickly assess the type and level 
of hazard they might encounter, ensuring they take appropriate precautions. 
 
Color-Coded Hazards: 

Red (Flammability Hazard): 
0: Minimal hazard 
1: Slight hazard 
2: Moderate hazard 
3: Serious hazard 
4: Severe hazard 
 
Blue (Health Hazard): 
0: Minimal hazard 
1: Slight hazard 
2: Moderate hazard 
3: Serious hazard 
4: Severe hazard 
 
Yellow (Reactivity Hazard): 
0: Minimal hazard 
1: Slight hazard 
2: Moderate hazard 
3: Serious hazard 
4: Severe hazard 

 
White (Special Hazards): 
This section is used to indicate specific hazards such as oxidizers, water-reactive substances, or 
corrosive materials. 
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Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) Codes: 

A: Safety glasses 
B: Safety glasses, gloves 
C: Safety glasses, gloves, synthetic apron 
D: Face shield, gloves, synthetic apron 
E: Safety glasses, gloves, dust respirator 
F: Safety glasses, gloves, synthetic apron, dust respirator 
G: Safety glasses, gloves, vapor respirator 
H: Splash goggles, gloves, synthetic apron, vapor respirator 
I: Safety glasses, gloves, dust and vapor respirator 
J: Splash goggles, gloves, synthetic apron, dust and vapor respirator 
K: Air-line respirator, gloves, full suit, boots 
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X: Ask your supervisor for guidance 
 
 
Key Guidelines for Working with Hazardous Chemicals 
Pay Attention to Hazard Ratings: Any category with a “2” or higher should be treated as a potential 
danger. Always consider these ratings before handling chemicals, and ensure you’re wearing the 
appropriate PPE. 
Consult the Safety Data Sheet (SDS): If you are unsure about any aspect of the chemical, refer to its 
Safety Data Sheet (SDS). The SDS provides comprehensive information about the chemical, including 
handling instructions, health risks, and emergency procedures. 
Use the Recommended PPE: Always wear the minimum PPE recommended by the label. PPE is your 
first line of defense against chemical hazards, and wearing it significantly reduces the risk of 
exposure. 
 
Summary 
The Hazardous Materials Identification System (HMIS) is a crucial tool for recognizing and mitigating 
chemical hazards in the workplace. By understanding the color-coded hazard levels and the 
corresponding PPE requirements, you can protect yourself from potential dangers. Remember, any 
chemical with a hazard rating of “2” or higher should be treated with extra caution. Always consult 
the Safety Data Sheet (SDS) if you’re uncertain, and make sure to use the appropriate personal 
protective equipment as indicated by the label. Following these guidelines helps ensure your safety 
and reduces the risk of exposure to hazardous chemicals. 
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