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FLAMMABILITY HAZARD

4 = Will vaporize and
readily burn at normal

3 = Can be ignited under
almost all ambient

2 = Must be heated or high
ambient temperature

1 = Must be preheated
before ignition can occur

4 = May explode at normal
temperatures and

3 = May explode at high
temperature or shock

2 = Violent chemical change
at high temperatures or

1 = Normally stable. High
temperatures make

INSTABILITY HAZARD

NFPA 704 Fire Diamond

The NFPA 704 Fire Diamond is a rapid
hazard identification system used to
communicate the immediate dangers of
chemicals during emergencies such as
fires, spills, or leaks. It is designed
primarily for firefighters and emergency
responders, but it also helps workers
understand why safety rules, permits, and
controls exist on industrial construction
sites.

The diamond is meant to be recognized
quickly under stress. It is not a
replacement for a Safety Data Sheet
(SDS) and it is not a PPE chart. It
answers one critical question: What can
go wrong fast if something fails right now?

= Health “Blue is you, not fire, not boom.”
The blue quadrant reflects the severity of health
effects to personnel from exposure under emergency
conditions.

The blue quadrant describes what a chemical does to
the human body if you are exposed during an
emergency, including inhalation, skin contact, eye
contact, or absorption.

Blue 1 — Minor health effects:

Exposure may cause irritation but no lasting injury.
Isopropyl alcohol vapors can irritate the eyes and
nose. Diesel fuel on skin can cause dryness or
redness. These effects are uncomfortable but
typically stop once exposure ends.

Blue 2 — Moderate or temporary injury:

Exposure can cause noticeable injury or illness that
may require medical attention but is usually
reversible. Xylene or toluene vapors affect the central
nervous system, causing dizziness, headaches, and
nausea. Mild acids or bases can damage skin or eyes
enough to require flushing or treatment without
permanent injury. Low concentrations of carbon
monoxide reduce oxygen delivery in the body,
leading to headaches, fatigue, and nausea.

Blue 4 — Severe or life-threatening:
Very small exposures can be fatal or cause
permanent injury. Hydrogen sulfide (H,S) rapidly

paralyzes the respiratory system, causing sudden
loss of consciousness without warning. High
concentrations of anhydrous ammonia chemically
burn lung tissue, leading to respiratory failure.
Hydrogen cyanide prevents the body from using
oxygen at the cellular level, causing rapid collapse
and death.

- = Flammability “Red means spread.”

The red quadrant indicates how readily a material
will burn under fire conditions. The red quadrant
describes how easily a material ignites and how fast
fire spreads once ignition occurs.

Red 2 — Burns when heated:

Diesel fuel, hydraulic oil, and fuel oil do not readily
form ignitable vapors at normal temperatures but
will burn once sufficiently heated, feeding and
spreading fire.

Red 3 — Easily ignited:

Acetone, MEK, xylene, and toluene produce vapors
that ignite readily at normal temperatures, allowing
fire to spread quickly through vapor clouds.

Red 4 — Extremely flammable:

Hydrogen, acetylene, ethylene, and gasoline vapors
form explosive mixtures with air and require only a
small ignition source to create rapid fire spread.



YELLOW — Reactivity / Instability “Yellow =
boom.”

The yellow quadrant indicates the potential for
violent chemical reaction or rapid energy release due
to instability, shock, heat, pressure, or incompatible
materials. The yellow quadrant describes stored
chemical or physical energy and answers the
question: Can this material violently release energy if
something changes?

Yellow 1 — Slightly unstable:

Compressed gases are normally stable, but if exposed
to heat, internal pressure increases and cylinders can
rupture, releasing stored energy violently.

Yellow 2 — Reactive under certain conditions:
Concentrated hydrogen peroxide can rapidly
decompose if contaminated or overheated, releasing
oxygen and heat at the same time. Nitric acid reacts
aggressively with metals and organic materials,
producing heat and toxic gases that can accelerate
reactions quickly.

Yellow 4— Extreme instability:

Acetylene is chemically unstable under pressure and
can decompose violently even without oxygen
present. Organic peroxides can self-react over time,
releasing large amounts of energy. Dry picric acid
crystals are highly sensitive to shock and friction and
can detonate unexpectedly.

WHITE — Special Hazards “White means weird — read it.”

The white quadrant identifies special hazard information that alters standard firefighting, spill response, or rescue
procedures. The white quadrant uses symbols instead of numbers to flag special hazards that override normal

assumptions and change emergency response actions.
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W — Water Reactive:

Materials that react dangerously
with water, producing heat or
flammable gas. Examples include
sodium metal and calcium carbide.
Water can make these situations
much worse.

0X — Oxidizer:
Materials that do not burn
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themselves but feed fires by
releasing oxygen or another
oxidizing agent. Examples include

oxygen cylinders, concentrated hydrogen peroxide, and nitrates. Fires burn hotter and faster in their presence.

SA — Simple Asphyxiant:

Materials that displace oxygen without being toxic themselves. Nitrogen, argon, and carbon dioxide can silently
reduce oxygen levels in confined or low-lying areas, leading to collapse without warning.

Color tells you the type of danger. Number tells you how fast and how severe it becomes.
The NFPA Fire Diamond explains why safety rules exist, not just what the rules are. If you see a high number or a
white symbol, stop, ask questions, and follow posted controls and permits.



