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FORMALIN / PARAFORMALDEHYDE TIP SHEET
NOTE:  This information pertains to ≤10% aqueous solutions.  Consult DEHS for handling of more concentrated solutions, paraformaldehyde powder and gluteraldehyde.  Anyone working with chemicals must have completed DEHS' online Research Safety and Chemical Safety training modules (http://www.dehs.umn.edu/training_newlabsafety.htm)  and must adhere to the guidelines in their unit's Laboratory Safety Plan.  A training video on formalin use can be checked out from DEHS (612-626-6002).
A. Background Information
· Formaldehyde is a suspected human carcinogen and a suspected reproductive hazard 
· Formalin (aqueous solution of formaldehyde or paraformaldehyde) is commonly used to fix tissues. These solutions can release formaldehyde gas, especially when poured or spilled over a large surface area. Exposure can also occur while dissecting or working with large fixed tissue specimens. The usual route of exposure is by inhalation of formaldehyde or contact with formaldehyde-containing liquid. Formaldehyde has a pungent odor and may cause  irritation of the eyes or respiratory tract. 
· Symptoms of exposure to vapors include irritation of the eyes and respiratory tract, tightening of the chest, headaches, and palpitations of the heart.    
· Formaldehyde is a severe skin irritant and sensitizer. Symptoms of skin contact include white discoloration, drying, cracking and scaling. Prolonged and repeated contact can cause numbness or hardening of the skin.  Previously exposed persons may react with an allergic eczematous dermatitis or hives.
· Formaldehyde solutions splashed in the eyes can cause transient discomfort to severe, permanent corneal clouding and loss of vision. If splashing is a possibility, eye protection should be used and an eyewash station should be available.
B. Minimizing Exposure to Formaldehyde
· OSHA mandates that no employee shall be exposed to formaldehyde in concentrations that exceed 2 ppm as a 15-minute Short Term Exposure Limit 
· Chemical exposures can be minimized by working in a fume hood or by other means of exhausting vapors.

· If no fume hood is available, the work area must be evaluated for human exposure.   Contact DEHS at 612-626-6002 or dehs@umn.edu .
· Gloves must be worn whenever formalin or tissues preserved or fixed with formaldehyde are handled. While latex gloves provide some protection against formaldehyde liquids, butyl or nitrile gloves are recommended and should be used when contact is anticipated.
· Wear full buttoned front or back closing lab coats and closed toe shoes
· Wash the work area as well as your hands after each use and before eating or drinking.
· All solutions of formaldehyde and tissues preserved in formalin must be stored in tightly sealed, properly labeled, containers to prevent leaks, spills, and evaporation.
C. Emergency and First Aid Procedures (Excerpted from OSHA Substance Technical Guidelines for Formalin - 1910.1048 App A)
· Inhalation (Breathing): Remove the victim from the exposure area to fresh air immediately.  If breathing has stopped, give artificial respiration. Keep the affected person warm and at rest.  If exposure results in a highly irritated   upper respiratory tract and coughing continues for more than 10 minutes, the worker should be seen by a medical care provider.
· Skin Contact: Remove contaminated clothing (including shoes) immediately. Wash the affected body area with soap or mild detergent and large amounts of water until no evidence of the chemical remains (at least 15 to 20 minutes). If there are chemical burns, get first aid to cover the area with sterile, dry dressing, and bandages. Get medical attention if you experience appreciable eye or respiratory irritation.
· Eye Contact: Wash the eyes immediately with large amounts of water, occasionally lifting lower and upper lids, until no evidence of chemical remains (at least 15 to 20 minutes). In case of burns, apply sterile bandages loosely without medication. Get medical attention immediately. 
D. Waste Disposal
· Waste containing formaldehyde should generaly be disposed through the Department of Environmental Health and Safety's Chemical Waste Program (CWP). See the Hazardous Chemical Waste Guidebook for specific packaging and labeling requirements at http://www.dehs.umn.edu/hazwaste_chemwaste_umn_cwmgbk.htm 
· Contact the CWP at 612-626-1604, hazwaste@umn.edu for advice about alternative methods for disposing of formaldehyde containing waste when collection is not practical.
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