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OSHA Training Toolbox Talk: Hazardous Substance Awareness — Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S)
[Reference: Parts 1910, 1915, and 1926, subpart Z; 1926 subpart Z]

Hydrogen sulfide, or H2S, is a colorless gas with a characteristic “rotten egg” odor that can be
found in petroleum refining, wastewater treatment, paper mills, certain chemical processes, and
areas where organic matter decomposes, such as sewers or silos containing spoiled or fermenting
grain. H2S may also be released during maintenance, repair, or disturbance of older equipment,
tanks, or pipelines where sulfur-containing compounds are present. It is important to know that
your ability to smell H2S can disappear at higher concentrations, so relying on odor alone is not a
safe way to detect its presence.

H2S is highly toxic and can pose serious health risks if proper precautions are not taken. Exposure
occurs primarily through inhalation. At low concentrations, H2S can irritate the eyes, nose, and
throat, and cause headaches, dizziness, or nausea. Higher concentrations can affect the nervous
system, cause respiratory distress, or even be life-threatening within minutes. Because H2S is
heavier than air, it can accumulate in confined spaces, low-lying areas, or poorly ventilated silos
and sewer systems, making monitoring and proper ventilation essential.

Employees who have the potential for H2S exposure must receive H2S awareness training before
their first exposure and an annual refresher to ensure they understand the hazards, warning
properties, and emergency procedures. Awareness of labels, warning signs, and Safety Data
Sheets is critical for recognizing potential exposure situations.

Precautions include continuous gas monitoring, adequate alarms when levels exceed safe limits,
proper ventilation, and adherence to safe work and emergency response procedures. Personal
protective equipment, such as respirators or supplied-air devices, must be used when required.
Confined space entries, including tanks, silos, or sewer systems, require special training, permits,
and monitoring. Workers should also follow good hygiene practices and proper decontamination
procedures for clothing and equipment if contamination occurs.

If you are working with or around H2S, or if you see a label or warning sign indicating its
presence, remember that merely being near H2S does not necessarily mean you are overexposed
or at imminent risk. Following proper controls, procedures, and safety measures helps ensure
exposure remains below OSHA’s permissible limits.

If you have any questions or concerns about H2S hazards or exposure, please direct them to your

safety manager, supervisor, or other workplace representative. And please be sure to sign the
training certification form to ensure you get credit for attending today’s OSHA toolbox talk.
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