
 
How to Use a Fire Extinguisher  
 
Even though extinguishers come in a number of shapes and sizes, they all operate in a similar 
manner.  Here's an easy acronym for fire extinguisher use: 

 
P  A  S   S  --  Pull, Aim, Squeeze, and Sweep  

 

 

It's easy to remember how to use a fire extinguisher if you can remember the acronym PASS, which stands for 
Pull, Aim, Squeeze, and Sweep.  
 

   
  Pull the pin.  
  This will allow you to discharge the extinguisher. 
  
 
 
 
 
   Aim at the base of the fire.  
   If you aim at the flames (which is frequently the temptation), the extinguishing agent 
   will fly right through and do no good. You want to hit the fuel. 
  
 
 

 
Squeeze the top handle or lever.  
This depresses a button that releases the pressurized extinguishing agent in the 
extinguisher. 
  
 
 
 
Sweep from side to side  
until the fire is completely out. Start using the extinguisher from a safe distance 
away, then move forward. Once the fire is out, keep an eye on the area in case it re-
ignites. 
 
 
 

 
 
 



The following is a list of commonly used fire extinguishing systems and their corresponding classes of fire. The 
classes are indicated in parentheses such as (A, B, C): 
 

Multi-Purpose Dry Chemical (A, B, C)  
A dry chemical agent called mono ammonium phosphate. The chemical is non-conductive and can be mildly 
corrosive if moisture is present. In order to avoid corrosion, it is necessary to scrub and thoroughly cleanup the 
contacted area once the fire is out. A dry chemical fire extinguisher is usually used in schools, general offices, 
hospitals, homes, etc. 
 

Regular Dry Chemical (B, C)  
A dry chemical agent called sodium bicarbonate. It is non-toxic, non-conductive and non-corrosive. It is easy to 
cleanup, requiring only vacuuming, sweeping or flushing with water. Extinguishers with sodium bicarbonate are 
usually used in residential kitchens, laboratories, garages, etc. 
 

Purple K Dry Chemical (B, C)  
A dry chemical called potassium bicarbonate. It is non-conductive and non-corrosive. Clean up requires 
vacuuming, sweeping or flushing with water. Extinguishers with potassium bicarbonate are usually used in 
military facilities, oil companies, vehicles, etc. 
 

Water (A) 
The most common agent is water; however, it cannot be used for class B or C fires because it is conductive. 
Water-based fire extinguishers are usually used in stockrooms, schools, offices, etc. 
 

Fuel Source Class of 
Fire Type of Extinguisher (Extinguishing Agent) 

Ordinary combustibles 
(e.g. trash, wood, paper, 
cloth) A Water; chemical foam; dry chemical* 

Flammable liquids 
 (e.g. oils, grease, tar, 
gasoline, paints, thinners) B Carbon dioxide (CO2); halon**; dry chemical; 

aqueous film forming foam (AFFF) 

Electricity  
(e.g. live electrical 
equipment) 

C Dry chemical; CO2; halon** 

Combustible metals 
(e.g. magnesium, titanium) D Dry powder (suitable for the specific combustible metal 

involved) 
 
* Dry chemicals, CO2 and halon can be used on Class A fires, but may not be effective on their own. They need to be 
supplemented with water. 
 
** Halon extinguishers are no longer made but some may still be in use. Dangerous gases are formed when halon is used to 
put out fires. Wear proper respiratory equipment, particularly in enclosed spaces. After use, do not allow anyone to enter the 
area until it has been well ventilated. 
 
Extinguisher Size:  A–rated and B–rated portable fire extinguishers are rated for the size of fire they can 
extinguish. The "size" of an extinguisher is determined by standard tests during which experienced laboratory 
technicians attempt to put out fires in a controlled setting. All extinguishers rated for Class A or B fires are 
labeled with a number: from 1 to 40 for an A rating, and from 1 to 640 for a B rating. This number is a relative 
indication of the extinguisher's "size" or fire-fighting effectiveness. The larger the number, the larger the fire that 
extinguisher can put out. There is no number to indicate size attached to the C rating. The C rating is included to 
tell you only that the extinguisher can be used on fires involving energized electrical equipment. Such a fire will 
always involve either Class A combustible or Class B Flammables, hence the multi-rating combinations. 
 


