
HAZMAT INCIDENTS 
 
The term “hazardous materials” (HAZMAT) refers to any substances or materials which, 
if released in an uncontrolled manner (e.g., spilled), can be harmful to people, animals, 
crops, water systems, or other elements of the environment.  The list is long and 
includes explosives, gases, flammable and combustible liquids, flammable solids or 
substances, oxidizing substances, poisonous and infectious substances, radioactive 
materials, and corrosives. 
 
One of the major problems is to determine what the chemicals are, where and in what 
quantities.  Various organizations in the U.S. have established or defined classes or lists 
of hazardous materials for regulatory purposes or for the purpose of providing rapid 
indication of the hazards associated with individual substances.  As the primary 
regulatory agency concerned with the safe transportation of such materials in interstate 
commerce, the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) has established placarding 
and marking requirements for containers and packages, and adopted an international 
cargo commodity numbering system. 
 
The DOT requires that all freight containers, trucks and rail cars transporting these 
materials display placards identifying the hazard class or classes of the materials they 
are carrying.  The placards are diamond-shaped, 10-inches on a side, color-coded and 
show an icon or graphic symbol depicting the hazard class.  They are displayed on the 
ends and sides of transport vehicles.  A four-digit identification number may be 
displayed on the placard or on an adjacent rectangular orange panel. 
 
 

HAZMAT INCIDENT GUIDELINES 
 

• Approach the scene cautiously – from uphill and upwind. If you have binoculars, 
use them! 
 

• Try to identify the material by any one of the following: 
 

1. The four-digit number on a placard or orange panel. 
2. The four-digit number (preceded by the initials “UN/NA”) on a shipping paper 

or package. 
3. The name of the material on the shipping paper, placard or package. 

 
• Call for help immediately and let the experts handle the situation.  DO NOT 

attempt to take any action beyond your level of training.  Know what you are 
capable of doing. 
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