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Fire hazard with emollients 

 

Background 

MHRA alert informs that all paraffin-containing emollients, including emollients with less than 50% 

paraffin base, as well as paraffin-free emollients can contribute to rapid fire spread and an increased 

intensity of the fire when exposed to an ignition source. A similar risk may apply for other products 

which are applied to the skin over large body areas, or in large volumes for repeated use for more 

than a few days. 

Regularly used emollients permeate dressings, clothing and bedding and if in close proximity to 

ignition sources (such as smoking, cooking and open flames) can contribute to rapid fire spread and 

an increased intensity of the fire. 

Ways of reducing risk of serious injury or death from fire: 

 High risk group includes smokers (or being near to people who are smoking) and / or people 

who have a condition which places them at high risk of fire such as use of oxygen, low 

mobility, memory loss, poor concentration or drowsiness, or using large quantities of 

products applied to the skin over large body areas.  

 When prescribing / recommending / dispensing / selling emollient products, talk to patients/ 

their carers about the potential fire risks of using emollients. Advise that patients must not 

smoke or go near naked flames because clothing or fabric such as bedding or bandages that 

have been in contact with an emollient or emollient-treated skin can rapidly ignite. Note that 

smoking materials such as matches and some lighters are the main cause of recent fatalities.  

 Advise to regularly change clothing or bedding (preferably on a daily basis). Wherever 

possible wash at 60°C or higher temperature for a minimum of 10 minutes within the wash 

cycle. Washing clothing or fabric at a high temperature may reduce emollient build-up but 

not totally remove it. Record any advice given in patient’s notes.  

 Emphasise that emollients containing paraffin, those that are paraffin-free and other topical 

products (e.g. skin moisturisers) are safe to use when appropriate actions are taken to 

minimise the fire risk. 

 Regularly review patients’ use of emollients. Share advice about the safe use of emollient 

products with patients, their families, carers, community based teams (district nurse teams), 

care home staff.  

 When dispensing emollients, pharmacists should take care not to cover the warning labels 

on the manufacturer’s packs. Include on the label ‘Caution: flammable. Keep your body 

 

https://www.gov.uk/drug-safety-update/emollients-new-information-about-risk-of-severe-and-fatal-burns-with-paraffin-containing-and-paraffin-free-emollients


 

 

 

2 

 

away from fire or flames after you have put on the medicine’ when dispensing any medicine 

for which the BNF recommends cautionary label 15.  

 Paraffin-free emollients are available; the MHRA advises that the risk of fire cannot be 

excluded with paraffin-free emollients. Our advice is that these products may be considered 

for those assessed at particular high risk but counselling of patients / carers and the actions 

to minimise risk, detailed above, are still required.  

 Paraffin-free emollients are non-formulary items. AproDerm® Colloidal Oat cream is the 

preferred product; Epimax® Paraffin-Free Ointment is an option where a more greasy 

formulation is required. 

Product name Content Cost 

AproDerm® Colloidal Oat cream* Colloidal oatmeal 1% 
£2.74 / 100ml; 
£5.80 / 500ml 

Epimax® Paraffin-Free Ointment* Hydrogenated castor oil 38% £4.99 / 500g 

Nutraplus® cream Urea 10%   £4.37 / 100g 

Calmurid® cream Urea 10%, lactic acid 5% 
£5.75 / 100g; 
£33.40 / 500g 

*Please note that there is a range of AproDerm® and Epimax® products and the full description must 

be prescribed to ensure the paraffin-free product is dispensed. 

For further information on fire hazard with emollients see: 

 MHRA alert:  Emollients: new information about risk of severe and fatal burns with paraffin-

containing and paraffin-free emollients 

 West Yorkshire Fire & Rescue website on fire hazard with paraffin-containing products: 

 https://www.westyorksfire.gov.uk/your-safety/home/emollient-skin-products/  

Sheffield CCG acknowledges the kind permission of West Yorkshire Fire & Rescue Service in use of 

their resources. 
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