Space Heater Safety

By Fred Fanning, Safety Director, 

Maneuver Support Center and Fort Leonard Wood


Each winter soldiers are injured by improper use of space heaters.  The key to preventing these injuries is a unit program that identifies the hazards associated with the specific space heaters the unit uses and the implementation of procedures that will reduce or eliminate the hazards.  However, this program is only effective if the procedures identified to reduce and eliminate hazards are actually implemented.


The improper operation of the space heater is normally at the root of the problem.  Proper operation begins with the identification of a soldier who will operate the space heater, followed up by heater-specific training, resulting in licensing of the soldier.  AR 600-55 provides guidance on the selection, training, and licensing of heater operators.  The actual training is developed by unit personnel using the appropriate technical manual for the heater and is documented in the form of lesson plans.  A hands-on performance evaluation is the best way to determine the skill level prior to licensing.  Table one lists the most common contributing factors for space heater accidents.  As one reads through the list, it becomes apparent that if the soldier is properly selected, trained, and licensed, many of these contributing factors can be avoided.  The addition of proper supervision to the program will not only ensure the operator is trained and licensed, but it will identify and correct hazards with the space heaters, its fuel and the space heaters use.  Table two provides a list of control measures that unit leaders can use to control or eliminate the hazards.


There are various types of space heaters used.  The best types are the Army Type Classified heaters, with laboratory evaluation and technical manuals to assist units in their use.  Space heaters that use fossil fuels should always vent their exhaust outside the space being used or potentially being used by personnel.  This limits the exposure of personnel in the heated space to Carbon Monoxide gas.  This gas is colorless and tasteless and normally can not be detected by personnel.  It is key to limit or prevent exposure to this gas.


Risk Management should also be a part of the program.  This process can assist leaders in identifying and controlling hazards.   It is best implemented by leaders ensuring control measures are used and that hazard and control measure information is passed on to soldiers who will be exposed to the hazards of operating space heaters.


Through the proper application of a space heater safety program, leaders can control and eliminate the hazards faced by their soldiers.  This program will enhance unit ability to conduct missions by preventing burns or deaths to soldiers and the fire damage that often destroys equipment.  A Winter weather alert for leader use can be found under the winter hazard section of the U.S. Army Maneuver Support Center Safety web page at www.wood.army.mil/safety/.

O  Personnel not trained to operate space heaters.

O  Using the wrong type of fuel.

O  Clothing, tent material, and other items placed too close to the heater and stovepipes.

O  Storage of flammables and ammunition/explosives inside the tent.

O  Heaters being refueled before allowing enough time to cool down.

O  Heaters left unattended while operating.

O  Lack of and improper maintenance on the heater unit.

O  Emergency procedures not established and fire fighting equipment not available or non-operational
Table One - Contributing Factors to Space Heater Accidents

O  Train personnel to operate space heaters safely and according to AR 600-55.  

O  Ensure the proper type of fuel is used.  Additionally, it is critical that the fuel container is labeled according to its contents.  Refer to the operator or technical manual for recommended fuel type.  
O  Clothes, wet or dry, should be kept at least 24 inches away from any heating sources. 

O  Tent stoves should be placed on a noncombustible base and surrounded by a sandbox no smaller than 36 by 36 by 4 inches when sand and wooden construction materials are available.  Tent stoves should be installed at least 4 ft from tent walls.  Tent flaps and ties near the stove opening should be kept away from the stovepipe.

O  Fuel containers should be located at least 5 ft from the outside wall of the tent.  Fuel containers should be diked to prevent fuel from spreading to space heaters.  

O  AMMUNITION, COMBUSTIBLE AND CORROSIVE MATERIALS, EXPLOSIVES, PYROTECHNICS, AND SIMULATORS SHOULD NEVER BE STORED IN TENTS WITH STOVES OR OTHER HEATING SOURCES.

O  Space heaters should be turned off and allowed to cool for at least 30 minutes before refueling.  

O  Only heaters with a ventilation system that is compatible with shielded tent-vent-stack openings should be used.  At least two pipe sections should extend above a tent peak.  A 2-inch ventilation space should be kept between the exhaust pipe and the tent.  

O  A fire guard should be designated for each tent or a group of tents. This guard should be briefed on responsibilities and procedures.

O  Heating units (including fuel lines and connections) should be checked daily for leaks and malfunctions.  Only qualified maintenance personnel should make repairs.  Equipment should be turned in through supply channels when maintenance personnel are unable to repair.

O  Develop and implement a field fire alarm system.  A fire extinguisher, shovel, and ax should be available at selected fire points.  At least one 10-pound dry chemical and water extinguisher per GP medium tent is recommended.  One pressurized water extinguisher is recommended for a GP Small tent.  All fire extinguishers must be maintained in operating condition.  Remember to ensure all water fire extinguishers are winterized before using in winter months.
Table Two - Control Measure to Reduce Potential for Space Heater Accidents

