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Bleach and vinegar. Two common household 
chemicals often seen at work. No problem, right?  
Mix them together, and they’ll form chlorine gas, 
which can cause chemical burns of your eyes and 
lungs. Mix bleach and ammonia, and your eyes will 

burn, your throat will hurt, and you’ll be running for the door. Janitors have been 
responsible for evacuated buildings and hazmat team response, just from mixing 
cleaning chemicals.  
 
Many chemicals are safe when used according to directions, 
but dangerous when mixed together. Of particular concern: 
acids, alkaline products, bleach, and sanitizing chemicals. 
 
How can these incompatible chemicals come together? People mix them, trying 
to make stronger cleaners, or out of ignorance. Or they’re stored together, and 
the containers leak or spill. 
 
Rules for storing chemicals: 
• Separate incompatibles by distance, horizontally and vertically. Don’t store 

them next to each other or one above the other, because the container could 
leak and drip down onto the shelf below.  

• Separate acids and bases (alkalis). Keep bleach away from both acids and 
bases.  

• Keep oxidizers away from flammables.  
o Store oxygen, a very strong oxidizer, at least twenty feet from acetylene, propane 

– and from flammable and combustible liquids such as oils (an exception is made 
for oxygen on an oxyacetylene cart, with gauges attached and set up for use). 

• Put flammable liquids in approved storage cabinets. Keep 
even small amounts of gasoline or diesel fuel in the cabinets. 
o      Fertilizer   +   fuel   à    

• Inventory what you have. Get rid of products you haven’t 
used in years (remember that they might be hazardous waste). Make sure 
containers stay in good condition and that labels remain readable. 

• Plan for spills – make sure you have some way to clean those up. Better yet, 
prevent them. If you have a leaky dispenser you can’t fix, put a tray under it to 
catch the leak.  
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