
Introduction
 
The purpose of a fire extinguisher is to put out an incipient stage fire. A portable fire extinguisher is 
very effective when used while the fire is small. Fire extinguishers should be readily available, 
accessible, and properly maintained. Employees should be trained annually on proper use and safety 
precautions.

Fire Extinguisher Basics

Before you begin:
Review your Fire Prevention Plan and fire history. 
Research the fire extinguishers in your facility to determine locations and types.  
Determine when the most recent fire extinguisher training occurred. 

What you will learn: 
• General Fire Extinguisher requirements. 
• Types of fire extinguishers. 
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Definitions
Incipient - an initial stage; beginning to happen or develop. 
 

Flammable – Liquids with a flash point below 100 degrees Fahrenheit. 
 

Combustible – Liquids with a flash Point above 100 degrees Fahrenheit.

Discussion
To understand fire extinguishers, we must first start with the basics of a fire and the 
fire triangle. Three elements are required to have a fire: 1) fuel 2) oxygen and 3) ignition 
source. If any one of the elements is absent, then we cannot sustain a fire. Using a fire 
extinguisher blocks the oxygen when applied properly.  

Fires are classified into five general categories depending on the type of material 
or fuel involved. The type of fire determines the type of extinguisher that should 
be used to extinguish it.   

Types of Fire Extinguishers
•      Class ABC Multi-Purpose – Ordinary combustibles, flammable liquids, 
        or electrical equipment.  
•      Class A (Water) - Used of normal combustibles, such as wood, paper, 
        cloth, rubber, and many plastics.  
•      Class B (CO2) – Used for flammable liquids, combustible liquids such as 
        petroleum greases, tars, oils,
        oil-based paints, solvents, and flammable gases.  
•      Class C (Dry Chemical) - Used for fires that involved energized electrical 
        equipment.  
•      Class D (Copper powder or Sodium Chloride) – Used for fires involving 
       powders, flakes, or shavings of
       combustible metals such as magnesium, titanium, or potassium. 
•      Class K (Wet chemical) – Used for fires in kitchens and cooking appliances that 
        involve combustible cooking media, such as vegetable or animal oils and fats.  

Know the labels of the extinguishers in your area and note the color and shape/size
 of the pictogram on the extinguisher. Your company may only use ABC 
extinguishers, however, if you have any Class D fire hazards use only a Class D 
extinguisher. Ensure employees know what extinguishers are available in their area.  
Using the WRONG extinguisher (i.e., water on an electrical fire) can make the fire
 worse or injure an employee.

Location and Numbers  
Portable fire extinguishers must be installed in workplaces regardless of other fire-fighting measures, pro-
cedures, or equipment. Best practices indicate locating them with not more than 50 feet travel distance from 
any point in an establishment. The number of extinguishers needed depend on the size of your location.  Fire 
extinguishers should be mounted, have clear, legible signage or markings denoting location, and be acces-
sible as all times.

Inspections
Fire extinguishers should be inspected monthly and undergo an annual maintenance check. The annual 
maintenance check is performed by a designated company and is inclusive of all standard requirements.  The 
monthly visual inspection confirms extinguishers are in place, charged, and ready for use in the event of a fire. 
The monthly inspection can be done internally. Both should be documented. 

Annual Training
Employees should be trained annually on fire extinguisher use and safety measures. Training should cover 
your company policy, types of fire extinguishers, uses of fire extinguishers and safety precautions when fight-
ing an incipient stage fire.  

March  2022

User: Gustavb,  CC BY-SA 3.0 , via Wikimedia 
Commons File:Fire triangle.svg - Wikimedia 
Commons



March  2022

Conclusion
The potential for fire is a risk in all industries and locations. However, the use of the correct fire extinguisher, 
by a person who is well trained, can save both lives and property both at work and at home. You need to know 
where fire extinguishers are located, and been trained on proper use. Remember if it’s more than a beginning 
stage fire, call 911, get everyone out and let the fire department do their job.  

Group Activity
Ask each group to identify where fire extinguishers are located. 
As a group, walk around look at a few of the fire extinguishers for concerns and issues.  
Create a list of potential fire sources as a group.

Resources

NFPA 10: Standard for Portable Fire Extinguishers

OSHA 29 CFR 1910.157 Portable Fire Extinguishers

Portable Fire Extinguishers Guide – Division of State Fire Marshall

https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/all-codes-and-standards/list-of-codes-and-standards/detail?code=10
https://www.osha.gov/laws-regs/regulations/standardnumber/1910/1910.157
https://com.ohio.gov/documents/fire_GuideToFireExtinguishers.pdf

