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CERF+ Studio Safety Guide
Make Art + Protect Yourself
Readiness + Relief for Studio Artists
Whether you’re looking for a new studio or improving your current space, 
use this guide to reduce risk to yourself, your artwork + your practice. 
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We Want You to Succeed!

It can be challenging to find adequate space due to 
location, cost or access. As artists, we deeply value 
the spaces where our artwork is created and where 
our artistic practice is conducted. As you set up a 
new studio or improve the conditions of your current 
space, it’s critically important to work in a safe studio. 
CERF+’s Studio Safety Guide is a helpful tool as you 
look at spaces or upgrade your studio so you can 
recognize and be more knowledgeable about the risks 
you may be facing.

Visit The Studio Protector: The Artists’ Guide to 
Emergencies section of our website (www.cerfplus.
org/studio-protector) for more details on issues that 
are outlined in this Guide. Once you prepare for and/
or manage your risks, you can get down to artmaking. 
CERF+ envisions a future where working artists thrive 
with a safety net of resources and support to protect 
and sustain their livelihood, studio and art.

Michael Puryear, Furniture Maker

Cover photo: Margery Pearl Gurnett, Glass Artist



Get Started 
Your ideal Studio CERF+ Studio Safety Guide
Imagine your ideal studio and describe it in a few sentences.



The Building
Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Regulations   
Is it legal to use this building and space as a studio?

What building codes or zoning regulations exist that 
could affect your studio plans, including renovations?

Do you know the difference between Commercial Use, Light Industrial Use or Heavy Industrial use?  
Visit your town/city website for zoning codes + ordinances.

Are your art supplies & equipment allowed in the 
building or studio?

The Studio Space
Will you have a lease?  A lease assures you are 
protected by tenant laws.

Is the studio part of a larger building? Are the other 
uses compatible with your studio needs?

What services are included and what will you be 
responsible for paying?

Was the studio/building designed as an artists’ 
space? Was it something else before? What hazards 
might be present, such as toxic chemicals?

Is the space at risk for theft, property damage or 
personal safety?



Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

The Studio Space cont.
Is there an alarm system? Is there video monitoring? 
If you are in a high crime area, consider 
purchasing your own alarm.

View the space after dark. Is there sufficient lighting 
in the entry, parking lot, hallways, etc.?

Location
Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Shared Space Studios
Is there clear information about responsibilities, 
grievances and termination with the owner? Who 
is the official tenant on the lease? Is subletting 
allowed?

Do you have a written studio agreement with studio 
mates to make all responsibilities and expectations 
clear?

Are you comfortable with the safety precautions 
and practices of your studio mates?



Structure
Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Overall
A structural engineer or inspector would be the best person to address these issues, but look for obvious signs 
that can point to risks.

Is the foundation sound and not affected by erosion?

Do load-bearing walls and columns show any 
damage? (such as cracks, buckling, or leaning)?

Are elevators regularly checked as required by law?

Helpful Resources

Additional information about the structure can be available 
by:

• asking your landlord or another tenant

• visiting town website for zoning and ordinances

• contacting local renters or business association

• contacting a local real estate lawyer or realtor

Are any of these a risk? Is the 
building protected?

� Floods

� High winds

� Wildfires

� Earthquakes

� Mud slides

Find out if the building you’re looking at is at risk of 
these: https://msc.fema.gov/portal

https://msc.fema.gov/portal


Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Overall cont.
Are there signs of water damage?

Does there appear to be danger of ice building up, 
falling, or melting, especially in the entrance/exit?

Is there any visible mold or places where mold 
might grow?

Where to check for mold

•	 Basements, where humidity should not be over 60%

•	 Near leaky plumbing or pipes with condensation, especially in enclosed spaces

•	 Walls, ceilings, and attics that show evidence of leaks

Is parking adequate?

Is it close to public transit?

Are there any overhanging trees that would affect 
the structure, power or access?

Are there any droppings, signs of termite/insect 
damage or traps that indicate a problem?

Do you have a practice of letting people know when 
you go to or leave the studio?



Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Fire + Carbon Monoxide (CO) 
Consider asking a local fire marshal to assess exits and fire safety.

Are smoke detectors installed in appropriate 
locations and in working order?

Are CO detectors installed in appropriate locations 
and in working order? If your equipment uses 
combustion or if the HVAC system has a 
furnace, direct heater or space heater – 
you should install a CO detector nearby.

Place fire extinguishers around the studio that are 
easily visible and accessible. Know how to use them.

Do the sprinklers work? Don’t place anything 
that generates heat near the sprinklers. 
Consider asking a local fire marshal to 
assess exits and fire safety.
Ensure that doors, windows and stairwells are 
properly sized and located. Building codes may 
require more than one exit. A safe place is usually  
a public pathway or other large open space at 
ground level.



Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Exits
Is there a sufficient plan posted for one or more 
routes to leave the studio/building in case of fire or 
another emergency?

Are stairs and fire escapes, including railings, 
accessible and clear with at least 36” of clearance 
from any obstructions?

Ensure that doors, windows, and stairwells are 
properly sized and located. Building codes may 
require more than one exit. A safe place is usually a 
public pathway or other large open space at ground 
level.



HVAC
Heating, Ventilation and Air Conditioning (HVAC) 
contractors know the most about this area.

Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Do you have a regular schedule for maintaining your 
heating system, including replacing filters & routine 
service by a professional?

If your studio is heated by a furnace, are particulates a 
safe distance from the combustion source?

If your studio is heated with electric heaters 
(baseboard, mounted or freestanding), are flammable 
objects at a safe distance as recommended by the 
manufacturer, and not dusty?

Is there adequate fresh air?

If your studio practice creates airborne particulates, 
make sure you have adequate air filtration and routine 
for cleaning filters.



Electric
Consider having an electrical engineer, 
electrician or contractor inspect the space 
ahead of time.

Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Service
Are the electrical service and all wiring, meters and 
breaker boxes intact and undamaged?

Is the electrical amperage high enough to meet your 
equipment needs such as heavy machinery or electric 
kilns?

Does the breaker box have enough slots to handle 
the number of circuits you need?

Circuits + Wiring
Are there any circuits that seem overloaded?

Are all circuits properly labeled?

Are outlets that are located within 6 feet of water 
(indoor & outdoor) protected by Ground Fault 
Circuit Interrupters (GFCIs)?

Do you have enough grounded outlets?

Are circuits and cords in good shape and abrasion 
free?



Jason Stein, Jewelry Artist

Electric
Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Circuits + Wiring cont.
Are plugs separating from the cord? Are ground wires 
intact?

Is the lighting good for main and task-specific needs?

What to check 

• Trace the circuit back to the panel. Its breaker will
show the amperage; typically, you should not exceed
80% of that number

• If it’s unlabeled, the panel cover may have to be
removed to trace the line to its breaker For
example, a 30-amp circuit should really not be
loaded past 24 amps, so a 16-amp table saw and 12-
amp planer, or a pair of 14-amp kilns, should not be
placed on the same circuit Extension cords should
only be for occasional use.



Fumes + Ventilation
Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Do you smell any fumes like gas, smoke or vapor in the 
hallway, stairwell or studio that may be toxic?

Do others in the building and adjoining spaces use 
hazardous materials?

Does the building have good ventilation and rules 
against people allowing fumes into the hallways?

Many art supplies give off fumes. While some are 
obviously toxic, others can produce allergic sensitivity 
to people over time with exposure.



Planning + Knowledge
Have a professional safety officer inspect your 
studio (www.bcsp.org). Many chemicals are 
surprisingly dangerous and most towns have 
different rules about their use. You may want to 
consult with an industrial hygienist too. Good 

to Go!
Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Make a chemical hygiene plan. Understand
what chemicals you use and how they affect skin, eye, 
respiratory system, etc.

Do you have a copy of the Safety Data Sheet (SDS) 
for every chemical you use in the studio?

The best practice is to keep all of your SDS sheets 
in a binder for easy reference and update frequently 
when you add new materials to your artistic process.

Your SDS info sheets will tell you if materials can be mixed and appropriate storage temperatures. If smoke/co 
detectors are not hardwired, make sure you set up a maintenance system to check and replace batteries.

Research less toxic options for your art 
process. What are other ways to minimize use of
hazardous materials?



Planning + Knowledge

• If you transfer material from its original container,
make sure the new container is safe to use. Some
chemicals cause glass to explode or metal to corrode,
for example.

• Wear a NIOSH-approved respirator and cover skin.
Some chemicals can be absorbed into your skin
through the air.

• Make sure you have adequate ventilation, so fumes
disperse outdoors safely – you many need an
explosion-proof fan.

• Don’t cross-contaminate areas of your studio with
hazardous materials, particularly where you eat.

• Wash your hands thoroughly after using hazardous
materials.

• However you mix and apply chemicals, make sure
they can cure safely.

Yara Diaz, Jewelry Artist



Storage
Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Are you storing materials in their original containers 
or ones that are compatible, properly labeled and 
sealed? Check your containers routinely to 
make sure the materials are still usable.

If you use compressed gas in the studio, do you store 
cylinders at least 20 feet away from combustible 
material or oxygen?

Shaki Alliu, Craft Artist

Storage Tips 
• Store materials in appropriate

cabinets. Some should not be
grouped together, so you may need
multiple storage units

• Secure cylinders to prevent their
tipping or falling over

• Never store toxic material above
shoulder height



Disposal
Good 
to Go!

Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Do you know the disposal method for all chemicals 
you use? Many chemicals can combust if improperly 
disposed. For example, piles of rags soaked with oil-
based solvents can flame up hours later.

Do you have a plan for disposing of all hazardous 
materials? Many municipalities have designated areas 
and times for hazmat disposal – just be careful during 
transport.

Cynthia Alberto, Fiber ArtistDanny Cox, Instrument MakerSaraBeth Post Eskuche, Glass Artist



Safety
Industrial hygienists are the most 
knowledgeable about these issues, but other 
artists or art department staff at local colleges 
can be good sources too. Good 

to Go!
Needs 
Work

Notes + Action Steps

Equipment + Supplies
Do you have safety kits that are appropriate for your 
studio activities?

Do you need an eyewash station?

Studio Equipment
Is your equipment placed in areas that avoid contact 
with fire, water, electricity and flying objects?

Does equipment have all safeguards working and in 
place?

Is there enough storage space so heavy objects or 
hazardous materials are not stored above shoulder 
height?

Safety Practices
How would you contact emergency help in the event 
of an accident? Do you need a landline?



Safety

Personal Safety 
Practices 

• Avoid loose clothing,
jewelry or loose long hair
when working with power
tools or fire.

• Keep safety & studio
equipment well
maintained for a safe work
environment.

Personal Safety Checklist 
� �Use multiple glasses, goggles or face shields if eye injuries might be

a risk.

� �Use earplugs and/or earmuffs if noises exceed 85dB.

� �Use appropriate gloves for processes that require hand
protection.

� �Install a filtration systems and use dust masks to protect against
airborne sprays and particulate matter.

� �Use a tight-fitting NIOSH-approved respirator when using any
dangerous chemicals. Consult a doctor first – for some, this may
restrict breathing.

� �If you use chemicals on a large scale, consider installing a shower.



Insurance
Business Insurance
Your studio contents and other studio assets are not protected unless you have proper business insurance. Having good 
coverage is one of the costs of doing business and part of your responsibility to yourself, your business and others who 
depend on you. The rates for coverage will vary depending on your plan, art form and desired coverage. 

Visit www.cerfplus.org/studio-protector for more information and resources.

Renter’s Insurance
Your landlord may require you to purchase a renter’s insurance policy. You may also want to have this coverage even 
if it’s not required because your landlord’s insurance coverage most likely does not cover damage or stolen personal 
property from your studio such as electronics, equipment, supplies, artwork, etc. Renters insurance may cover losses 
caused by:

Weather: Fire, storms, wind, hail, lightning, freezing of a plumbing system, weight of ice, snow or sleet 

Non-Weather: Theft, vandalism, riots, and vehicles

http://www.cerfplus.org/studio-protector 


Notes 



Craft Emergency Relief Fund

www.cerfplus.org

Order the Studio Safety Wall 
Poster (2’ x 3’) or download free at 

www.cerfplus.org

Order the Business Insurance 
Guide or download free at 

www.cerfplus.org 

Visit the Studio Protector website: www.studioprotector.org 
for more information, details, and resources that  

are outlined in this guide.

http://www.studioprotector.org
http://www.cerfplus.org
http://www.cerfplus.org
http://www.cerfplus.org
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