
 
 

OSHA, NFPA to Progress on Combustible Dust Standards 
By John S. Forrester, Managing Editor, Powder & Bulk Solids 
 
2016 could be a bellwether year for combustible dust standards.  
 
In June, the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) starts its first revision cycle of 
NFPA 652, the organization’s newly introduced combustible dust standard for general 
industry. Later this fall, the US Department of Labor’s Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) is preparing to hold a panel examining impacts of a proposed 
OSHA combustible dust standard on small businesses – the first major event in its 
combustible dust rulemaking process to be scheduled since 2010. 
 
This year, the level of interest and the character of comments in the NFPA’s 652 
revision process and OSHA’s proposed panel could significantly shape discussions on - 
and development of - both entities’ combustible dust activities in 2017 and beyond.  
 
In the NFPA’s case, the nature of public input in the revision cycle of 652 could signal 
industry acceptance of the standard, or reveal an overall critical perspective. Feedback 
from the small business community at OSHA’s panel this October will help shape the 
agency’s approach in developing its own standard. 
 
With the Obama administration’s exit of the White House in January 2017, the future of 
OSHA’s combustible dust rulemaking activities remains ambiguous. As a new standard 
about to undergo its first revision process, it is uncertain if or when NFPA 652 will truly 
become the “umbrella” combustible dust standard, hierarchically above the NFPA’s 
other industry- and commodity-specific combustible dust standards that some 
proponents envision it to be. 
 
Regardless, the responses to combustible dust standard activities in 2016 will likely 
generate some markers of interest and attitudes on the subject. To provide insight on 
the year’s events, Powder & Bulk Solids spoke with leading industry experts and NFPA 
members on 652’s upcoming revision process, examined reportage on OSHA’s 
proposed panel, and looked at how the market for some types equipment could be 
impacted by increased regulatory activities. 



 
NFPA 652 Enters Its First Revision Cycle 
 
The process of creating the NFPA 652 standard began in 2012 and a preliminary draft 
was approved for development in the fall 2014 cycle. Then the NFPA Technical 
Committee on Fundamentals of Combustible Dusts hit a snag that delayed the process. 
 
“The first time the document went out, there were hundreds of comments,” recalled 
Henry L. Febo, a member of the NFPA’s Combustible Dusts Correlating Committee and 
a senior engineering technical specialist at FM Global. “Many of them, of course, 
duplicated themselves, but still, there were hundreds of comments, and it certainly had 
an impact on what the final document looked like.” 
 
Due to the large number of public comments received during the second draft phase, 
the technical committee requested more time to review the public comments, according 
to an account by Safety Engineering Network. The Standards Council approved, moving 
the development of 652 to the annual 2015 cycle. 
 
Febo said he made “about 10” of those comments himself, pointing out duplications 
from other dust standards and a few items that he did not consider “fundamentals.” The 
hundreds of comments from stakeholders ranged from technical issues to conflicts with 
the document’s wording. The standard, titled NFPA 652: Standard on the Fundamentals 
of Combustible Dust, was issued in August 2015 and became effective on Sept. 7 that 
year.  
 
Unlike previous NFPA standards relating to combustible dust, which were specific to 
certain industries or commodities, 652 is intended to be a first-step, comprehensive 
general industry standard that acts as an “umbrella” over the other NFPA combustible 
dust documents. 
 
“It gives [facilities] a real prescriptive method for managing hazards. Then, if they’ve got 
an industry- or commodity- specific product that they are manufacturing that is also 
covered under an additional NFPA standard, it will point them in that direction,” said 
Jeffrey C. Nichols, managing partner of Industrial Fire Prevention LLC. “I think it gives 
them a real structure for understanding and addressing combustible dust issues.” 
 
Among the more controversial aspects of 652 was the requirement that existing facilities 
phase in and complete a Dust Hazard Analysis (DHA) within three years of the 
standard’s effective date. Some other requirements in 652 are applied retroactively for 
new and existing facilities. 



 
In his practice as a process safety specialist, Nichols said that many of his clients are 
“wanting to know how it’s going to affect them in the business,” and have asked 
questions like how NFPA 652 differs from NFPA 654 and how to handle the retroactive 
nature of the DHA requirement for existing facilities. 
 
In 2016, the NFPA is starting the process of revising the document for the first time. 
 
Set on a three-year revision cycle, NFPA 652 is slotted for the 2018 annual cycle with 
the second edition issue date set in 2019. The first period for public input on the revision 
ends June 29. The 652 technical committee is meeting for a first draft meeting in August 
at the NFPA’s headquarters in Quincy, MA, where the members will review public input 
and make recommendations for proposed revisions.  
 
“Any pushback from industry will tell us which direction this is going to go; whether it’s 
going to pass and be adopted uniformly or if there’s going to be any changes made,” 
Nichols said, adding that he thinks industry representatives are most likely to complain 
about the Dust Hazard Analysis (DHA) requirements. 
 
“I think people are afraid - especially the big manufacturers with multiple facilities - that 
this [the DHA requirements] will bog them down in needless paperwork,” Nichols said, 
“but this is something they really should be doing on an on-going basis for safety.” 
 
At the moment, it is unclear exactly what level of interest there is in the document’s 
revision process. Despite the substantial number of comments received on the first 
edition of the standard, Susan Bershad, a senior chemical engineer who serves as staff 
liaison for the NFPA 652, said it is impossible to know how much public input will come 
in for the first revision until after the deadline. 
 
“It could go one of two ways: One, it could be as busy because people are making 
comments on it, or it’s so soon after it was issued that people are still implementing it,” 
Bershad said. “I actually don’t know. I think there’s a lot of interest in the document. I 
don’t know whether that will translate into a lot of public input or not.” 
 
Jack Osborn, a senior engineer at Airdusco Inc. and a member of the NFPA’s 
Fundamentals of Combustible Dusts Technical Committee, said he thinks the response 
to the revision process this year will be on par with the level of public input received for 
the first edition. 
 



“It’ll be quite similar I imagine, because now the document’s been out for the first time, 
people will have discovered things they think is not correct or that they would like to 
improve and the members of the [NFPA 652] committee will do the same,” Osborn said.  
 
Chief technology officer of Chilworth Technology, Vahid Ebadat, said that, based on 
what he has observed in his practice as a process and operations hazard consultant, it 
is too early to tell what changes may be needed on 652. 
 
“We have just started working on this with a really good number of our clients, and it is 
really during the actual practice of this standard that one starts seeing possible 
improvements that need to be done,” said Ebadat. 
 
While industry’s concerns will emerge from the process’ public input stages, Bershad 
said that 652’s correlating and technical committees is working toward “aligning 
objectives between the documents” relating to combustible dust and will be “looking at 
definitions for consistency.” 
 
“There is some discussion about including more information on equipment-related 
requirements in 652, something that they just didn’t completely flesh out the last time 
through because it’s a new document,” Bershad added. 
 
NFPA 652 technical committee member Timothy Myers also said that equipment 
requirements may be a topic brought up during the revision process. 
 
“The first edition of 652 didn’t contain a lot of detailed requirements for different types of 
equipment. I think there was the thought that people would follow commodity-specific 
requirements for that,” said Myers, who works as a principal engineer in thermal 
sciences at Exponent. “You may see a push to put more of those requirements into 652, 
so that in the long run 652 could become more of a standalone document.” 
 
If NFPA 652 will become the “umbrella” combustible dust standard hierarchically above 
the organization’s commodity- and industry-specific documents, altering the other 
standards to take 652 into account is likely to take several revision cycles. 
 
OSHA, Where Art Thou? 
 
In the wake of a 2008 combustible dust fire and explosion at the Imperial Sugar plant in 
Georgia that killed 14 and injured 38, OSHA initiated a National Emphasis Program 
(NEP) for combustible dust. The agency filed a notice of advanced rulemaking in 2009 
and held several stakeholder meetings. While OSHA’s combustible dust rulemaking 



process seems to have stalled after 2010, Occupational Health & Safety reported in 
June that the agency is showing signs of progress toward creating a rule for the first 
time in six years.  
 
The agency filed a document with the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs 
(OIRA) announcing plans to hold a SBREFA (Small Business Regulatory Enforcement 
Fairness Act) panel in October 2016, examining the prospective rule’s effects on small 
businesses.  
 
Information gathered from the SBREFA panel and other inputs like stakeholder 
meetings and public comments, according to OSHA’s filing, will then be used to 
“develop a comprehensive standard that addresses combustible dust hazards.” 
 
Between 2010 and 2016, the agency held an expert forum in May 2011 and revised its 
guidance on combustible dust in 2015. The NFPA issued the first edition of 652 in 2015, 
which went into effect in early 2016. The Chemical Safety Board (CSB) revived its 
efforts to urge OSHA to develop a standard in January 2015. 
 
While some may view the SBREFA meeting as an indication of OSHA’s desire to move 
forward with the rulemaking process, some observers expressed to Bloomberg BNA in 
January 2016 that the agency is not dedicated to furthering the progress of the rule’s 
development. 
 
“This does not appear to be a priority for OSHA like it once was,” Jess McCluer, director 
of safety and regulatory affairs for the National Grain and Feed Association, said in an 
interview with Bloomberg BNA. “It did appear to be a priority at the beginning of the 
[Obama] administration, but after understanding the complexity it seems to have moved 
to the side. And other issues have moved to the top of the priority list.” 
 
Those surveyed by Bloomberg agreed that OSHA is unlikely to complete the 
combustible dust rulemaking process in 2016, with a loaded regulatory schedule 
throughout the year and the Obama administration’s forthcoming exit. Though a federal 
rule may not be created this year, the amount of public input in the first revision cycle of 
NFPA 652 in 2016 may provide some indication of the interest level to develop an 
OSHA standard under the next administration. 
 
The Ripple Effect 
 
In June 2016, Nilfisk Industrial Vacuums released its new CSA-Certified Class II, 
Division II vacuum, specifically noting in the product description that the equipment was 



designed with end-user NFPA 652 compliance in mind. Fauske & Associates LLC, 
makers of process safety-oriented products and providers of safety testing services, 
blogged in May about the impact of the standard on enclosureless dust collectors. 
 
These companies are far from the only equipment producers or service providers who 
are influenced by the current or proposed standards. Recent market research suggests 
that increasing regulatory activities over the next few years may drive growth of 
equipment and products related to combustible dust hazards. 
 
The global market for air purification systems, which include dust collectors, is projected 
to grow from $14.46 billion in 2015 to $20.65 billion in 2020, according to a December 
2015 report by MarketsandMarkets. Among the types of equipment included in the 
research’s scope, the dust collector equipment segment is expected to “gain maximum 
traction” in growth during the report’s forecast period, the research firm said, making up 
“a significant part of the air purification market.” 
 
Increasing regulatory oversight in the US and elsewhere, the report said, may be a 
driving force in the anticipated growth of the air purification systems market. “The strict 
regulations pertaining to industrial emissions and concern about occupational health 
and safety of the workers have led the industrial and commercial sector bodies to 
prioritize the concern for air purification needs at all their operating and manufacturing 
facilities,” MarketsandMarkets observed. 
 
A February 2016 report projected that the global market for explosion proof equipment - 
defined as products that are able to contain an explosion - will grow to $6.13 billion in 
2020 from $4.13 billion in 2015. “In the wake of increasing industrial accidents and 
explosions in mines, regulatory bodies, such as OSHA and others, are initiating the 
implementation of stricter regulations to ensure worker safety and to also prevent 
damage to the atmosphere,” wrote the document’s publisher, Mordor Intelligence. 
 
Another Mordor report on the global safety sensors market published in August 2015 
said “stringent safety regulation by government and other social agencies” was a 
prominent force behind the market’s estimated growth from $4.82 billion in 2015 to 
$5.23 billion in 2020.  
 
The recent market research is good news for makers of equipment and products that 
help facilities comply with combustible dust standards, but the data also suggests that 
expenditures on dust safety-related equipment and products for facilities will rise. The 
cost of testing services for the mandated Dust Hazard Analysis (DHA) under 652 is 
another expense manufacturers face. 


