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Many materials that we use as artists and designers are hazardous, and create hazardous 
conditions and waste. In the shops and studios at Cal Poly Wesley manages these 
waste streams, and works with your professors to ensure that materials and protective 
equipment are used properly. In your home studio, you become responsible for understanding 
the materials you are using, maintaining a safe work area, and managing the waste streams you 
create. Managing all of this properly ensures that you create art in a safe manner and that you 
don’t put yourself (or those you live with) in danger, or contribute to the pollution of your local 
environment.  

Setting up your work space:

• Ensuring adequate ventilation should be one of your main concerns. Most solvents and 
finishes are heavier than air, and will accumulate, and stay in a room without adequate 
ventilation. 

• Covering the floor with a drop cloth will help avoid causing damage to your home, 
contaminating the surface of your flooring, and will help you contain materials to one space.

• Cross contamination is another concern in home studios. Many things create dust or fumes 
that can linger and if consumed or inhaled are incredibly toxic. The easiest was to reduce 
cross contamination is to keep living spaces and working spaces separate. 

• Don’t eat where you work, or work where you eat – you might laugh or think it’s ridiculous but 
Wes has seen people dip their bushes in their coffee without noticing, eat paint, drink solvent 
out of a bottle they thought was water, and eat a sandwich covered in metal grinding dust.   

  
• Have some clothes you wear to work in, and make sure to change your clothes before sitting 

on your couch, or making lunch. It will help keep your house cleaner and reduce the potential 
of cross contamination. 

• Additionally, clean up regularly to reduce the amount of dust and debris that can be tracked 
into your living spaces. Of particular concern would be clay. If you make a mess with clay, 
make sure to clean it up while wet to reduce the amount of respirable silica dust created.  

• If you are using anything smelly, the best bet is to use it outside. If you can’t, open two 
windows and use a box fan in one of them to create a cross draft. If you can smell the 
material, odds are you don’t have adequate ventilation. 

• Spray painting or the use of other aerosols must be done outside, using a properly fit 
respirator with organic vapor cartridges (a dust mask does not work for this and actually 
traps the fumes near your face). 

• When spray painting or using aerosols/fixers (do this outside) be careful of overspray. Use a 
drop cloth to prevent the paint from covering anything you don’t want it to. Overspray can 
easily travel about 6 feet. Check the spray can for the fully cured time and leave your recently 



painted objects outside or somewhere with ventilation until they are fully dry. Spray paint off 
gasses noxious fumes that will fill your house until it is completely dry.  

Material Storage:

• Make sure to label all your containers, and avoid using food containers. If you have to use a 
food container, make sure to remove all the food labels and label what is in it so it is obvious 
what is being stored in the container. This isn’t just for you, it is also to protect the people you 
live with, and is important when taking your materials to the dump or transfer station to be 
disposed of.  

• Make sure to find the SDS (safety data sheet) for the materials you are using, they will contain 
important information on the handling, storage, and disposal of the material. If you ordered the 
material, they are usually available on the website you ordered from. If you are having trouble 
finding an SDS, it is usually possible to find it via google, or can be requested by emailing the 
manufacturer.  

 Disposal of Materials:

• Many art materials and waste are considered hazardous waste and cannot be disposed of 
with normal house trash. In the simplest terms, regulations vary in each city and county. 
Check with your local municipality about how to dispose of hazardous waste and materials. 

• Oily rags can self-ignite, don’t leave them in a pile, don’t put them in the trash. Oil finishes, oil 
paint, linseed oil, etc. if on rags and left in a pile or tossed into the trash while wet 
can spontaneously combust. Spread the rags out so that they aren’t bunched up, and leave 
them to dry away from flammable materials. Check with your local municipality to see how the 
dry rags should then be disposed of. *see painting safety section for more information

• Linseed oil-soaked rags are incredibly prone to spontaneous combustion, and are one of the 
top causes of house fires. Cal Poly Studio Art does not allow the use of this material in our 
labs, and we highly recommend that you don’t use this material. If you elect to use it, be 
incredibly careful with your rags, any spills, and paper that may have linseed oil on it.  

• Paint and paint rinse water are considered hazardous waste and your local dump or transfer 
station will usually collect it or free.*see painting safety section for more information

• Check your local dump/transfer station for the hours they accept hazardous waste. Putting it 
down the drain is polluting and effects our drinking supply. Same with putting rags or other 
paint contaminated articles in the trash. Reduce waste – try to keep one container of solvent 
for rinsing your brushes – if left undisturbed the pigments will settle out and can be reused 
almost indefinitely. Transfer the solvent to a clean container and either reuse the pigment to 
make a neutral grey or dispose of it according to your local regulations. Don’t use your sink to 
rise your brushes. Only do so if you’ve removed all traces of paint.  

 
• Spray paint cans are generally considered hazardous waste and cannot go in the trash – 

along with unused cans of paint, they can be disposed of at your local dump or transfer 
station.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jvPhysL8Brk&feature=emb_title


• Plaster and clay will clog your sink, and cannot go down the drain. Use a 5-gallon bucket with 
water to rinse your hands and tools. Leave the bucket undisturbed and let the particulate 
settle out. Pour off the clear water and let the settled particulate dry out enough that it can be 
disposed of in your garbage. Check with your local municipality to ensure that plaster and clay 
waste can go in your standard garbage.  

Oil Painting Safety:

• Proper ventilation, as mentioned above in set up is paramount.

• Solvents are the most toxic material that is in the painter’s studio. There are a number 
of factors to consider when judging a solvent’s safety. Aromatic solvents are the most harmful 
type of mineral spirits. Gamsol is an odorless mineral spirit which has all of the aromatic 
solvents refined out of it – less than .005% remains. In addition, Gamsol has a slow 
evaporation rate, a high flash point, and is not absorbed through healthy skin. These factors 
have led to Gamsol being the Standard for Studio Safety, and the solvent of choice among 
artists and instructors in classrooms and home studios, including Cal Poly.   

  
• If using a solvent, make sure it is in a clearly labeled jar with a tight sealing lid. When opened, 

solvent evaporates, and because solvents are rather “heavy” the particles fall towards the 
ground. To prevent this accumulation, do the following: 

  
·      Position a small fan near your feet, and blow air away from your body.  
·      Open all windows in the room you are working in 
·      Open a garage door a foot or more and position the fan to blow towards the door  

  
You can eliminate using solvents in your studio by switching to Walnut Oil to clean your 
brushes. Laura Krifka uses Mr. Graham’s Walnut Oil.  

  
• To avoid solvents while cleaning, use Walnut Oil in place of turpentine or odorless mineral 

spirit. Walnut Oil removes color from the brush or tools as effectively as solvent. Walnut Oil is 
a natural vegetable oil that does not evaporate or remove essential oils. 

• To clean brushes while painting, keep two jars (one “dirty” and one “clean”) filled with Walnut 
Oil – a small piece of screening can be kept in the jar bottom to facilitate removal of color from 
the brush. As it becomes necessary to clean, dip your brush into the first jar of oil rubbing to 
dislodge any color and wipe the oil from the brush on the inside lip of the jar. Repeat a few 
times then dip the brush into the second jar to remove any remaining color. A final wipe on the 
inside jar lip to remove any leftover oil completes the process. 

• Since Walnut Oil is slow drying, the same method can be used at the end of the day. If the             
brushes are to be put aside for several days, a final washing in mild soap and water is 
recommended. 

• Again, paint and paint rinse water are considered hazardous waste and your local dump or 
transfer station will usually collect it or free.*see below for brush cleaning tips.

  



Preventing Spontaneous Combustion of Oil Soaked Rags  

• The most common type of Spontaneous Combustion fires are those caused by improperly 
disposed of oil and stain soaked rags. Examples of these products are oil-based paints and 
stains, teak and linseed oils, varnishes and polyurethane, paint thinners, etc. Spontaneous 
combustion of oily rags occurs when rag or cloth is slowly heated to its ignition point through 
oxidation. A substance will begin to release heat as it oxidizes. If this heat has no way to 
escape, like in a pile, the temperature will raise to a level high enough to ignite the oil and 
ignite the rag or cloth. The fire from this can spread quickly to other combustibles and cause 
great damage to your home or property.  

• Prevention of spontaneous combustion fires begins with good housekeeping. A clean work 
area can prevent a fire from spreading and getting bigger by not allowing the fire fuel to burn. 
Also understanding the potential for self-heating of rags soiled with oils such as linseed oil and 
turpentine is a key step in eliminating these prevent- able fires.  

• To properly and safely dispose of oily rags, follow this basic guideline from the Bend Fire 
Department:  

· Use a container with a tight-fitting lid. A metal can is preferable but a plastic can or zip 
lock bag can work if nothing else is available.  
· Place soiled and used rags inside and then fill the rest the way with water, seal the top 
and do not open it. This will prevent the oils from oxidizing, and thus keeping the rags 
from heating up and igniting.  
· Contact your local garbage disposal company for their policy on disposal of the can and 
contents.  
  

Even though you aren’t in the shop and studios this quarter Wesley Carr is available to 
consult via email if you have any questions or concerns. His email 

is wacarr@calpoly.edu.
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