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Loss Control Insight 
Safety with Oily Rags  

Oil-based paints, stains, and varnishes are often used for home improvement projects. It is common to use rags to 
wipe up spills or clean brushes. But wet rags can ignite on their own. They can start a fire if not handled carefully. 
The same is true of the liquids themselves. 

How can rags start a fire? The oils commonly used in oil-based paints and stains release heat as they dry. If the 
heat is not released in the air, it builds up. That is why a pile of oily rags can be dangerous. As the rags dry, the heat 
is trapped. The heat builds up and finally causes a fire. Be aware that this does not happen with water-based 
finishes.  

How can liquids start a fire? Vapors from flammable and combustible liquids can ignite, causing a fire. There are 
many commonly used flammable liquids. Gasoline, lacquers, and nail polish are just a few examples. There are 
many commonly used combustible liquids. Paint thinner, kerosene, and oil-based paints and stains are some 
examples. 

 

RAGS WET WITH PAINT AND STAIN • Never leave cleaning rags in a pile. At the end of the day, take the rags 
outside to dry.  

• Hang the rags outside or spread them on the ground. Weigh them down. Do this so they do not blow away. Make 
sure they are not in a pile. Keep them away from buildings.  

• Put dried rags in a metal container. Make sure the cover is tight. Fill the container with a water and detergent 
solution. This will break down the oils.  

• Keep containers of oily rags in a cool place. Keep them out of direct sunlight. Keep them away from other heat 
sources. Check with your town for information on disposing of them.  

 

LIQUIDS THAT CAN CATCH FIRE  

• Flammable and combustible liquids should not be used near an open flame. Do not smoke when working with 
these liquids.  

• If you spill liquids on your clothing, remove your clothing and place it outside to dry. Once dry, clothing can be 
laundered. 

 • Keep liquids in their original containers. Keep them tightly capped or sealed. Never store the liquids in glass 
containers.  

 

GASOLINE 

 • Use gasoline only as motor fuel. Never use it as a cleaner. Never use it to break down grease. Never bring gasoline 
indoors, even in small amounts.  

• Store gasoline ONLY in a container that is sold for that purpose. Make sure the container is tightly capped when 
not in use. NEVER store gasoline containers in a basement or in the occupied space of a building.  

 

STORING AND DISPOSING OF OILY RAGS 

The easiest and safest way to store and dispose of flammable oily rags is to soak them in water in a metal container 
with a lid. As long as the lid is sealed, you can keep the rags in the container until you're ready to take them to a 
disposal facility. 

1. Place the rags in an empty metal container that has a tight-fitting metal lid, such as an old paint can. 

 



 

 

2. Fill the container with water until the rags are submerged. 

3. Seal the can tightly with its metal lid. 

4. Take the container to your local hazardous waste disposal center, or arrange a special pickup by your garbage 
pickup service. Many municipalities also host hazardous waste drop off/pickup days. Never pour oily water 
down a drain in or around your home. 

 

DRYING OILY RAGS FOR DISPOSAL 

Another option is to let the rags dry fully before disposing of them. The important thing here is to allow the oil product 
to cure fully so that the oxidation process is complete and no longer creates heat. 

1. Lay out or hang the oily rags in a single layer in an outdoor area that is out of the sun and is well-ventilated. 
Be sure to lay them on a noncombustible surface, such as bare soil or concrete; do not lay them on your 
recently oiled deck, for example. 

2. Let the rags dry fully for at least two days, but possibly longer, depending on the product. 

3. Dispose of the dried rags as directed by your garbage pickup service or local hazardous waste disposal 
center. 

 

WHY YOU CAN'T REUSE OR RECYCLE OILY RAGS 

If you're concerned about minimizing waste, or you simply don't like to throw away useful things, you may be in the 
habit of washing used rags and reusing them. It's also possible to add cotton and other natural-fiber rags to a 
compost pile for natural recycling. However, you should never do either these things with used oily rags. Reusing 
rags usually requires washing them first, and unlike household dirt and grime or even mild cleaners, synthetic oil-
based products are highly toxic and not something you want in your washing machine or in the water treatment 
system. For the same reason, oily rags are not suitable for composting. 

Even you opted not to wash old rags, most oil-based finishes contain resins that harden as the finish cures. The 
volatile oil carrier is gone, but the resin remains, leaving rags stiff and unsuitable for any use. 

 


