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“Dear Rusty” 
Answers to Corrosion Inquiries 
 
by Rusty H. Fingers 
 
 
Dear Rusty, 
 
I recently had occasion to replace some steel parts that had corroded over time.  
Because I know stainless steel won’t corrode (and I had extra money in my 
budget at the end of the year), I felt that it should certainly be worth a few extra 
dollars to upgrade to this material of construction.  But, I want to be sure I get a 
good quality stainless steel.  Would you clarify some things for me? 
 
I talked to some of the guys I work with to see what they knew about stainless 
steel.  One told me that I could tell a good quality stainless because a magnet 
wouldn’t be attracted to it.  However, another friend told me that he’d seen some 
stainless steel with rust on it even though a magnet wouldn’t pick it up; so, the 
magnet test probably isn’t a very reliable quality test.  A third said that he makes 
knives as a hobby and that the best stainless he has found is 420 stainless and that 
it is attracted to a magnet; but, he says his brother-in-law, who works at a 
chemical plant, never uses it in his work because it isn’t corrosion resistant 
enough.  They use a lot of 304L and 316L and sometimes something called 
duplex.  When I called a company that sells stainless stock, the clerk started 
talking about ferritics and austenitics etc., which meant nothing to me.  It seems 
the more people I talk to about stainless steel, the more confused I get. 
 
I didn’t realize stainless steel was such a complex animal.  Which of these people 
is correct, and what’s the significance of what they’re telling me? 
 
Sincerely, 
Confused 
 
 
 
Dear Confused, 
 
Stainless steel selection and use can be rather involved.  Fortunately, equipment 
vendors usually do some of the work for you; they make their equipment out of 
a limited number of alloys (hopefully including the one you need) from which 
you get to choose.  I’ll present below a smattering of issues to consider when 
choosing a stainless steel, though these will by no means be necessarily all of the 
considerations.  If, after reading this, you have specific followup questions, please 
feel free to use the contact information at the end of this article.  I hope that by 
then we can call you by your first name, which I trust will be Les. 
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To begin, stainless steel is not one single alloy but well over 100 alloys, including 
standard and non-standard or proprietary types.  So, stainless steel is not a 
complex animal – it’s a complex herd.  Furthermore, stainless steels (stainlesses) 
do corrode – sometimes in some “interesting” ways.  Let’s start by seeing what 
constitutes a stainless steel and by grouping this herd into five families with 
similar characteristics. 
 
 
Stainless Steel Metallurgy, or, How to Build a 
Stainless Reputation 
 
Basically, to make a stainless steel, simply add at least 10 % – 11% chromium to 
a steel melt.  Steels with less than this amount of chromium do show some 
improved properties, but these are termed chromium-steels, not stainless steels.  
Beginning at around the 10 % – 11% chromium addition, the resulting steel alloy 
demonstrates markedly improved corrosion performance in oxidizing environ-
ments due to a thin, self-healing, passive (non-reactive) oxidized chromium rich 
film that forms on the surface.  Stainless steel oxidation resistance improves with 
further chromium additions up to typically about 30%. 
 
To keep it simple, without going “chemist” on you (I’m certain that’ll get a 
“reaction” out of some people), an oxidizing environment is one that will 
typically connect oxygen, a group of atoms containing oxygen, or even some non-
metal to the metal on the surface of the alloy.  Whereas such a reaction would pull 
the metal of a susceptible alloy off the surface, stainless steel essentially holds on 
to the attaching species and forms a protective or passive film with it.  This 
passive or non-reactive film in air is typically a chrome oxide rich surface.  In an 
unusual environment or solution, one would expect the passive film to modify 
itself in accordance with the chemistry of the solution or gaseous environment to 
which it is exposed. 
 
Since their initial development at the turn of the 1900s in France, England, and 
Germany, and their commercial production and use in the U.S. in the 1920s, the 
stainless steel alloys have also benefited from a number of other alloying 
elements, creating new compositions to meet special performance requirements.  
Two elemental additions of particular significance to one interested in corrosion 
are nickel and molybdenum; the effect of these and a few other additives will be 
described below.  Moreover, refinements in steel-making that have improved 
purity and precise additions have helped advance stainless steel technology as 
well.  Today, stainless steel technology is quite sophisticated (translation:  big 
bucks for some consultants). 
 
Stainless steels can be grouped together into several general classifications based 
on their microstructure (crystals and particles seen under the microscope).  These 
are: 
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• Ferritic stainlesses 
• Austenitic stainlesses 
• Martensitic stainlesses 
• Precipitation hardening stainlesses 
• Duplex stainlesses 

 
Although we will be talking mainly about wrought (sheet, bar stock, and the like 
that have been worked) stainlesses below, it is important to note that there are cast 
stainlesses as well.  These may also be grouped into categories described above.  
However, they have their own designations (e.g., American Casting Institute or 
ACI designations), and some cast alloys will at times be similar in composition 
and performance to a wrought product.  For instance, CF8M will be very similar 
in composition to 316 stainless, and CF3M will be similar to 316L. 
 
Ferritic stainlesses are very “basic” iron-chromium stainlesses.  These include 
430 and 434 stainlesses used in automotive trim and 409 stainless used for 
automotive mufflers, catalytic converters, and exhaust systems.  They have a 
microstructure of ferrite (pure iron in body-centered cubic crystalline form) and 
carbides.  They are magnetic.  They can be difficult to weld without affecting 
ductility (ability to bend, stretch, and generally deform without breaking), 
generally have limited toughness (i.e., susceptibility to fracture upon sudden 
impact), and they are usually found in the form of sheets or lighter-gauge 
tubulars. 
 
Austenitic stainlesses have austenite stabilizers such as nickel, manganese, and 
nitrogen added to the melt—I will now to translate from metallurgist into English. 
 
Many people (i.e., non-metallurgists, also known as real people) do not realize 
that, if a block of steel is suspended by a magnet and heated, a point will be 
reached at which the hot but still solid steel will drop from the magnet.  This is 
because the basic crystalline structure of the steel above a given temperature 
changes from the body-centered cubic ferrite, which is attracted to a magnet (a 
property called ferromagnetism), to the face-centered cubic austenite, which is 
not attracted to a magnet.  However, the block of steel will revert to a ferrite 
microstructure and regain its ferromagnetism upon cooling.  By adding materials 
called austenite stabilizers to a heat of stainless steel, it is possible to retain this 
austenite phase at room and lower temperatures.  As a result, austenitic stainlesses 
are not attracted to a magnet.  Having said that, since every rule has an exception 
(including this one?), you will see below that some austenitic stainless pieces may 
show some attraction to a magnet even though austenite doesn’t.   
 
Austenitic stainlesses have excellent corrosion resistance and are used fairly 
extensively in the chemical processing industry and the food industry, as well in 
many other applications.  Probably the two best known versions are 304L and 
316L; austenitic stainlesses usually carry a 300 designation (exceptions include 
201 stainless).  Austenitics are the most readily welded of the stainless, and they 
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are highly ductile and have excellent toughness, even at low temperatures.  
However, they have relatively low yield strength and rapidly work-harden; 
anyone who has tried to machine a 300 series stainless at the wrong speed or feed 
rate knows how work-hardening can wear down tools rapidly and make 
machining difficult.  Austenitic stainlesses also conduct heat relatively poorly 
(i.e., low coefficient of thermal conductivity) compared to some other metals and 
expand relatively much upon heating (i.e., high coefficient of thermal expansion). 
 
As I indicated above, austenitic stainlesses will sometimes show some attraction 
to a magnet.  First of all, weld beads created from austenitic weld rods will have 
some ferrite in them and will therefore usually mildly attract a magnet for that 
reason.  The ferrite (at least 3% by volume) has beneficial effects (e.g., reduced 
susceptibility to solidification and liquation cracking) without usually affecting 
corrosion behavior.  Another common source of magnetic attraction is strain 
formed martensite (see martensitic stainlesses below) (i.e., cold working 
austenitic stainlesses in forming them into shape [e.g., in forming a spring] will 
cause the partial transformation into another microstructure that is also attracted 
to a magnet). 
 
Martensitic stainlesses are similar to ferritic stainlesses in composition, but they 
are different in microstructure.  Martensitics are known for their heat-treatability.  
They tend to be hard, strong, and brittle, but can be tempered to have reasonable 
toughness.  They are typically high in carbon with a minimum of chromium.  
They have a ferritic structure in the annealed (i.e., heat-treated for softness) 
condition, but develop a martensitic, body-centered tetragonal crystalline 
structure, after quenching from above a critical temperature, where they may have 
had an austenitic structure – enough transformations to make David Copperfield 
jealous.  The martensitics include 420 stainless steel, the original cutlery grade 
stainless.  If they contain alloying elements other than chromium, it’ll typically be 
no more than 2 – 3% total.  They tend to have limited corrosion resistance since 
adding more chromium leads to a ferrite structure instead of hard martensite.  
They may be considered the most difficult of the stainlesses to weld because of 
the welding thermal cycles (need careful control of preheat and post-weld cooling 
rates to deal with shrinkage stresses). 
 
Precipitation hardening stainlesses are typically chromium-nickel grades that 
can be machined in the annealed condition and then heat-treated by the 
manufacturer to increase hardness.  They can be divided into three groups: 
austenitic, semiaustenitic, or martensitic precipitation hardening types.  
Intermetallic precipitates (different metals chemically combining and forming 
particles in the microstructure) of such elements as copper and aluminum formed 
during heat treatment increase the strength and hardness; in martensitic and 
semiaustenitic grades, martensite is precipitated by heat-treatment as well.  The 
precipitation hardening stainlesses will typically have higher levels of alloying 
constituents than the martensitic stainlesses and have corrosion resistance similar 
to other chromium-nickel grades.  Typical alloys such as 15-5 PH (martensitic),  
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17-7 PH (semiaustenitic), A286 (austenitic), and others, find use in the aerospace 
industry for fasteners and other applications.  Since there are three sub-groups, 
weldability issues will vary. 
 
Duplex stainlesses have both austenite and ferrite in their microstructures in 
approximately a 50/50 ratio – like two families sharing one duplex house.  Duplex 
stainlesses will typically have chromium and molybdenum and a significantly 
lower level of nickel than the austenitic stainlesses to achieve their mixed 
microstructure.  In this way, they are often able to provide much of the corrosion- 
resistant properties of an austenitic stainless while avoiding their chloride stress 
corrosion cracking (SCC) susceptibility (see below for some of the “interesting” 
ways stainlesses corrode).  They are strong and generally quite pitting and crevice 
corrosion resistant; however, they can have their own particular corrosion 
problems.  They are weldable, but welding to maintain base metal qualities can be 
tricky; the weld needs to maintain the 50/50 austenite/ferrite structure, requiring 
the welder to carefully juggle a number of variables.  They are sometimes used in 
the chemical processing industry, for CO2 piping systems, and for some sour-gas 
down-hole tubing in the petroleum industry.  A typical duplex stainless is 2205. 
 
 
Stainless Alloying Ingredients, or, Why They Couldn’t 
Leave Well Enough Alone 
 
Although all that is needed for a basic stainless steel is sufficient chromium added 
to a steel melt, other elements are often added as well to improve properties.  
However, influencing one property sometimes affects others too; alloying can 
become a delicate balancing act.  The following is a simplified description of 
some of the more important additives. 
 
 
Chromium 
 
As previously mentioned, this element is largely responsible for that tough, 
passive film that provides oxidation resistance to the alloy.  Increase the amount 
of chromium and you increase the oxidation resistance, but watch out.  Too high a 
level of chrome can adversely affect mechanical properties, fabricability, 
weldability, etc. 
 
 
Nickel 
 
As seen above, the element nickel (no – I don’t mean the type in your pocket, 
though those coins should contain some nickel too) can dramatically affect the 
microstructure of stainlesses, leading to austenitic stainlesses that aren’t attracted 
to a magnet.  From a corrosion standpoint, it also improves the ability to 
repassivate in somewhat more reducing (the opposite of oxidizing) environments.  
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Nickel improves mechanical properties and fabricability.  It has an interesting 
affect on chloride SCC susceptibility (see below) of stainless steels—up to about 
8% to 10%, nickel increases susceptibility—greater additions then decrease 
susceptibility.  Nickel increases the cost of a stainless steels. 
 
 
Molybdenum 
 
The most important affect of this element is improved resistance to chloride 
pitting and crevice corrosion.  Please note that I did not say it rendered stainlesses 
immune to pitting and crevice corrosion.  If you thought adding nickel was 
expensive, this additive will cost you a pretty penny.  The main difference 
between 304 and 316 stainlesses is about 2.5% molybdenum in 316; however, the 
price of the latter alloy is about 75% greater (depending on the day of the week, 
cycle of the moon, etc. – alloy prices can fluctuate greatly).  Superaustenitics, 
such as the proprietary AL6XN, contain 6% molybdenum and have outstanding 
resistance to pitting and crevice corrosion; resistance to chloride stress corrosion 
cracking (SCC) is also quite good.  However, given the 6% molybdenum content 
along with about 21% chrome and 24% nickel, you can probably guess at the high 
cost. 
 
 
Manganese 
 
In stainless steels, manganese performs many of the functions of nickel.  
Stainlesses with high manganese levels have some interesting properties, 
including resistance to galling (no, this does not mean they are less irritating – 
galling is sort of a cold welding phenomenon sometimes experienced by tightly 
fitting components).  Manganese is cheaper than nickel; however, total 
replacement of nickel is not practical. 
 
 
Carbon 
 
This element is important in that it can permit hardenability by heat-treatment, as 
seen above.  It can also provide strength in high temperature applications.  
However, it is otherwise generally detrimental to corrosion resistance (see 
intergranular attack below).  Carbon is also detrimental to toughness in the ferritic 
grades. 
 
 
Nitrogen 
 
This common gas that makes up about 79% of our atmosphere helps improve 
pitting resistance of stainlesses.  It can also retard formation of the undesirable 
chromium-molybdenum sigma phase (bet you’re glad to know that).  It is also 
beneficial in strengthening these alloys.  In duplex grades, it can increase  

 6 



Water Operation and Maintenance Bulletin 
 
 

austenite content, diminish chromium and molybdenum segregation, and increase 
corrosion resistance of the austenite phase.  However, nitrogen can be very 
harmful to the mechanical properties of the ferritic grades. 
 
 
Sulfur and Selenium 
 
These elements improve machineability.  However, corrosion behavior of the 
alloy may be affected in some environments. 
 
 
“Interesting” Ways Stainless Steels Corrode 
 
As I said previously, it is a misconception that stainless steels don’t corrode.  
They rely on a thin but tightly adhering passive (i.e., non-reactive) layer 
(e.g., chromium oxide) and can corrode quite severely if that thin passive layer 
breaks down and can’t repair itself in the given environment.  Basically, this 
passive film will not be able to repair itself in a reducing environment (the 
converse of an oxidizing environment—see above), and even general corrosion 
(corrosion across the entire surface) can ensue; however, stainless steels more 
often suffer localized attack such as pitting and crevice corrosion, especially when 
chlorides are involved.  Chlorides (as found in road salt or ordinary table salt) are 
very good at finding chinks in the passive armor of stainless steels and are 
responsible for several localized corrosion phenomena.  In the case of austenitic 
stainlesses, chlorides can cause a form of cracking called chloride SCC (see 
below).  In fact, I was once told by one old timer that when stainlesses were first 
being introduced into the chemical process industry, people quickly concluded 
that stainless steels were not very corrosion resistant.  That was because everyone 
was trying to use them in environments where they were not well suited – acid 
chloride environments – for instance.  When they were used in appropriate 
environments (e.g., nitric acid), stainless steels performed “brilliantly.”  Let’s take 
a look at some corrosion-related phenomena and relevant markings that one may 
encounter when dealing with corrosion-resistant stainless steels (especially the 
austenitics). 
 
Who dropped this stainless – it’s cracked!  Austenitic stainlesses, used so 
commonly in the chemical processing industries, in food preparation, etc., are 
susceptible to a form of corrosion known as chloride SCC.  And no, it doesn’t 
happen because someone drops the part.  It’s a true form of corrosion.  It has even 
been shown experimentally that cathodic protection can stop it, but this technique 
is not generally applied in the field as a practical solution to this problem.  This 
form of corrosion displays itself as fingerlike or branching cracks in the stainless, 
often near welds.   
 
It is important to note that SCC in general is a form of corrosion that affects many 
alloys, not just stainless steels.  It requires tensile stress and an environment 
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specific to the alloy.  Steel can suffer SCC in caustic solutions; brasses can suffer 
stress corrosion cracking in solutions containing ammonia.  The British army in 
India back in the 1800s had a nasty experience with this form of corrosion 
damaging their brass ammunition.  It was termed seasonal cracking, and made it 
difficult for them to keep their stiff upper lips. 
 
With stainless steel, the susceptible environment is chloride in solution.  There are 
some indications that oxygen plays a part as well.  Chloride SCC of austenitic 
stainlesses such as 316 is generally not common at temperatures below 
approximately 50 °C (132 °F) to 60 °C (140 °F), or at those temperatures so 
hot that the surface stays dry.  Even low chloride concentrations can be a problem, 
especially at areas of alternate wetting and drying where a salt deposit can form.  
Applied tensile stresses, forming stresses, or just residual weld stresses (ask any 
welder – he’ll tell you how stressful his job is) can provide sufficient tensile stress 
to cause SCC.  As noted earlier, duplex stainlesses, though they have a partial 
austenite microstructure, have a low nickel content and are rather resistant to 
chloride SCC; increasing the nickel content of the alloy above the levels in the 
304 and 316 stainlesses (8 – 14%) can also decrease chloride SCC susceptibility, 
with virtually complete immunity once 30 – 40% nickel has been added (do you 
hear a cash register ringing?).  SCC is very insidious; it is virtually impossible to 
determine when it will start and how quickly it will spread. 
 
Rusty stainless steel?  If you have a ferritic stainless exhaust system, you may 
have observed some darkening/rusting of the hot surfaces over time.  However, 
even more highly alloyed stainlesses (and some other alloys, such as nickel alloys, 
in some cases – but we can save that for another time) may at times show rust 
streaks.  This is usually attributable to the surface having been machined with 
steel tools or tools contaminated with steel.  The result is that steel gets smeared 
onto or embedded into the stainless surface and subsequently rusts upon exposure 
to the elements; it is not really the stainless steel rusting.  To prevent this 
phenomenon, stainless steels are sometimes given a passivating treatment, which 
is really a misnomer.  A passivating treatment is basically an acid (e.g., a nitric 
acid) bath that dissolves out the imbedded iron, allowing a more perfect passive 
film to then form. 
 
That pretty blue stain around the weld.  Remember how your mother always told 
you that cleanliness is next to godliness?  Much the same can be said of welding 
in general, and especially when it comes to welding stainless and other alloys.  
The stainless steel surface about a weld must be sufficiently shielded, otherwise 
the hot metal may react with the oxygen in the air and form a blue film.  This blue 
film is basically a “thick” chromium oxide; unfortunately, the way it forms is by 
sucking up chromium from the alloy beneath.  The result is a “thick” chromium 
oxide film full of defects and an alloy beneath that is, at least near the surface, 
poor in chromium and more susceptible to corrosion than it would otherwise have 
been.  Proper shielding of the weld area (e.g., proper shielding gas flow when TIG 
welding (Tungsten Inert Gas or so-called Helli-Arc welding); adequate effect 
from the coating on a coated rod) should be ensured in the first place; if this is not 
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done, then the affected area should be pickled after welding to remove the blue 
and the layer of depleted alloy beneath.  Grinding off the affected area may in 
some cases also be sufficient. 
 
Why this “L” after the grade of stainless, and do I want it.  An “L” is sometimes 
seen following a stainless grade number, as in the case of 304L or 316L.  This 
means that, instead of having 0.08% carbon, the alloy has only 0.03% carbon.  
This may not seem like much of a difference, but it can have a significant impact.  
Specifically, the low carbon content can prevent a form of corrosion termed 
intergranular attack.   
 
The cooling cycle involved in the usual welding of these stainlesses causes some 
of the chromium to react with carbon in the alloy and to precipitate out at the 
grain boundaries of the weld heat-affected zone (when metals and alloys solidify, 
they solidify as crystals that stop growing when the boundaries of crystal grains 
contact one another).  What this means is that, in a certain area of the heat- 
affected zone of the weld, alloy grains loose chromium in a narrow band near 
their boundaries.  The chromium carbide formed at the boundaries will tend to be 
more noble (less likely to corrode, more likely to induce galvanic corrosion of 
something else) than the nearby depleted alloy of a grain.  In some environments, 
the result will be corrosion of the narrow depleted grain region with the remainder 
of the grain then dropping out since there is no metal left to hold it in place.  This 
is known as intergranular corrosion and results in a sugary appearance of the 
metal at a distance about ¼ inch away from the edge of the weld bead.  This can 
be avoided by properly heat-treating the affected area to resolutionize the carbon; 
however, sometimes this is not easily done.  Reducing the carbon content of the 
alloy slows down the rate of formation of these carbides so that no significant 
carbide precipitation occurs under normal welding conditions.  However, 
affecting one alloy parameter usually affects another as well; in this case, the 
penalty paid for preventing carbide precipitates by lowering the carbon content is 
a loss of about 3% in strength. 
 
Remember how I said cleanliness is next to godliness in welding?  Well, if a 
welder wipes the surface of an “L” grade stainless with an oily/greasy rag before 
welding, he’ll drive the carbon in that oil/grease into the heated weld area, 
negating the benefits of the carbon reduction – similar to washing down a wall, 
then wiping it down with a dirty rag before painting. 
 
Another way to avoid chromium carbides at the grain boundaries is to use 
stabilized grades of stainlesses.  These include 321 (stabilized with titanium) and 
347 (stabilized with niobium).  The so-called stabilizers in these alloys scavange 
up the carbon that would otherwise react with the chromium during welding; 
however, under certain thermal history conditions, these alloys can lead to another 
form of heat-affected zone corrosion called knife-line attack.  Since the advent of 
low carbon grades, stabilized stainlesses aren’t used that much anymore.    
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There’s a 304/304L marking on my pipe elbow.  Which is it?  By adding some 
nitrogen to the alloy, metallurgists (a fancy word for today’s college educated 
blacksmiths) have been able to recover much of the strength lost by lowering the 
carbon content to 0.03% (see immediately above).  In short, this is low carbon 
304L with controlled nitrogen addition for slightly greater strength. 
 
Now that I’ve installed stainless parts, why do the remaining steel parts seem to 
corrode faster?  As you may be aware, connecting different metals together in 
solution can cause one to corrode more quickly.  This is termed galvanic 
corrosion.  Stainless steels are typically more noble (i.e., less likely to corrode) 
than steel and will often cause steel to corrode preferentially (if they are 
electrically connected to steel and if the two are in a solution that touches them 
both).  Do you suppose this was coincidental?  Or, did the industry think of a 
cleaver way to induce customers to replace all connected parts in stainless steel 
too? 
 
One interesting example (at least I think so) of this phenomenon is stainless 
automotive trim, often a 434 stainless.  Although today’s cars are sparse in their 
use of trim, or use plastic trim, you may recall bygone years when bright trim was 
in (i.e., groovy).  In those days you may also recall that the steel auto-body near 
the trim would often rust and perforate.  To a significant extent, this was because 
of galvanic action between the trim and the auto-body when the car got wet 
(especially if road salts were present).  One solution to this problem that an 
innovative manufacturer provided was to clad the backside of the 434 with 
aluminum.  The metallurgically bonded aluminum cathodically protected the 
auto-body steel.  However, metallurgically bonding stainless steel and aluminum 
is not as easy as it sounds.  Stainless steel and aluminum can’t be welded together 
because brittle aluminum intermetallics form, causing the bond to “unzip” and 
come apart when one tries to bend or form the clad metal.  You need a very clean 
surface between the two metals and about a million pounds per square inch to 
force the atoms of metal together while cold and special heat treatments to then 
maximize bond.  Don’t try this at home. 
 
 
Summary 
 
I hope this clears up some of your questions regarding stainless steels.  As you 
can see, there’s much to consider.  Stainless steel is not a single alloy but a family 
of alloys that can be divided into five major groups.  Which particular stainless 
you choose will depend on such factors as what you want the part to do, the 
fabrication processes it will undergo, and the environment to which that part will 
be exposed.  Also, you will need to consider the cost involved.  If you need a 
stainless that’s hard and will hold a sharp edge for slitting or cutting, then a 
properly heat-treated martensitic stainless, like 420, or even a precipitation 
hardening stainless, may best suit your needs.  If a high level of corrosion 
protection in an aggressive environment is your chief concern, then one of the 
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austenitics may be more likely to meet your needs.  If one of the common work 
horses such as 304L or 316L won’t, then perhaps something with a higher alloy 
content will do so—you may even want to consider one of the non-standard or 
proprietary grades.  If you will be welding on that part, then these austenitic 
stainlesses may also be a good choice as they are relatively easy to weld; 
however, pay special attention to selection of the weld rod.  For instance, while, 
as you might expect, 316L is normally welded using 316L weld rod, 304L is 
normally welded using 308L rod material; then again, superaustenitics like 
AL6XN should be welded with a high nickel alloy rod, such as 625 or C276.  You 
may also want to consider one of the duplex grades, such as 2205, for good 
corrosion resistance and strength; however, you will need a much more 
sophisticated and experienced welder if you plan to weld on this alloy, and you 
may need to do more extensive qualification tests and followup quality testing.  
Finally, you will also need to consider the other metals to which you are 
connecting the stainless part; stainless can’t be welded to every metal, and 
stainless may cause galvanic corrosion. 
 
For additional assistance please contact your friendly neighborhood Materials 
Engineer at the Bureau of Reclamation, Technical Service Center.  He can help 
you select a stainless steel to meet your needs and recommend testing to verify 
that the alloy has sufficient corrosion protection for your environment.  A good 
source of reading material on the subject of stainless steels, if you are genuinely 
interested, or if you want a good night’s sleep, is the 500-page plus ASM 
(American Society for Metals, International) Specialty Handbook, Stainless Steels 
(apparently metallurgists have big hands).  Please keep in mind that a little 
knowledge can be a dangerous thing. 
 
 

 
 

Please send corrosion related questions you would like Rusty Fingers to answer in 
this publication to “Dear Rusty,” C/O Roger Turcotte, Materials Engineer, Bureau 
of Reclamation, Technical Service Center; e-mail:  rturcotte@do.usbr.gov, or call 
303-445-2383 for immediate assistance. 
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Working Safely at Heights 
 
by S. Melikean, Denver Safety Office 
 
 
The U.S. Department of Labor lists falls as one of the leading causes of traumatic 
occupational death, accounting for 8 percent of all occupational fatalities from 
trauma.  An analysis of fiscal year 2004 Department of the Interior injury and 
illness incidents, which includes all lost-time and all no lost-time events, indicates 
that “slips, trips, and falls” accounted for 24 percent of the total number of 
incidents.  These incidents included all slips, trips, and falls from heights, slopes, 
holes, and level elevations from walking, running, and using machinery and 
equipment.  This article concentrates on working safely at heights. 
 
 
Risk Assessment 
 
Before you can begin a fall protection program, you must identify the potential 
fall hazards in your workplace.  Any time a worker is at a height of 6 feet or more, 
the worker is at risk and needs to be protected. 
 
In the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation), we call the process of risk 
assessment a “Job Hazard Analysis” (JHA).  A JHA allows you to identify the 
circumstances that could cause people to be injured and to improve conditions to 
reduce and control their risk. 
 
An extensive work site risk assessment for working at heights usually includes an 
investigation of all locations and tasks that might cause someone to fall.  It also 
assesses how to protect people from falling objects. 
 
Before you start a job, a risk assessment of your work environment and the 
equipment you are to use is required.  Inspect equipment for wear, damage, or 
defects.  Don’t use defective equipment.  Understand the capabilities and the 
limitations of your equipment.  Follow pre-operational inspections specified in the 
manufacturer’s instructions.  Assess conditions that could be hazardous—loose 
soil and slippery and uneven surfaces are unstable and should be addressed. 
 
Consider the following: 
 

• Could vehicles collide with equipment? 
 

• Are other employees – not involved in the work – exposed to unnecessary 
risk?  If so, place warning signs and barricades around work areas as a 
control measure.  To the extent possible, if materials could fall to the 
ground due to work above, make sure people below keep clear of the 
affected area and that job sequencing is used so that workers do not work 
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above or below each other at the same time.  Debris nets or a cover-way 
should be constructed if debris is going to be an issue.  Anyone allowed in 
the area should have the appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE) 
prescribed in the JHA. 

 
• Have you looked up?  You should not work near power lines. 

 
• Can a roof provide support?  Confirm the strength of a roof before you 

work on it.  Roof construction could be incomplete with unsecured 
materials.  A roof also could be brittle due to old age.  Keep clear of 
weaker structures such as roof skylights, smoke vents, and gutters.  Place 
barricades and signs to warn people about fragile areas. 

 
• Consider the weather conditions.  Wet and icy surfaces or wind gusts 

could be an unacceptable risk. 
 

• Are workers using chemicals such as solvents or paints that may cause 
dizziness or loss of coordination? 

 
• Guardrails and barricades around edges, holes in floors, structures, and 

stairwells are a priority fall prevention measure. 
 

• Protective clothing such as slip resistant boots, gloves, safety glasses, and 
helmets reduce exposure to hazards. 

 
The list of risks associated with working at heights is quite extensive; thus, a JHA 
is absolutely necessary.  The risks I have listed are but a few.  Think of a JHA as 
a safety process that addresses what you do before a job (e.g., preparation, 
deployment of equipment and materials, etc.), during the actual job, and after the 
job (e.g., dismantling of equipment, re-energizing of equipment, etc.).  If any 
unexpected fall hazards are identified before or during the job, notify your 
supervisor. 
 
The outcome of a risk assessment is a practical plan that specifies safeguards, 
procedures, and methods to complete jobs in the safest possible way. 
 
For more information about a JHA, review Reclamation’s Safety and Health 
Standards, Section 4, Work Planning. 
 
 
Scaffolds 
 
Scaffolding is a common means of providing a safe platform for working at 
heights.  Scaffolds should be erected, moved, dismantled, or altered only under 
the supervision of a competent and qualified person and by experienced and 
trained personnel. 
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The structure should have guardrails installed, toe boards, and safe step or ladder 
access.  If a component of the scaffolding is missing, damaged, or a defect is 
discovered, report it to your supervisor. 
 
A range of scaffolds and working platforms is available.  Be aware of the 
limitations of each.  Every class of scaffold has a safe working load limit.  Light 
duty scaffolds are suitable for tasks such as plastering, painting, and electrical 
work.  Medium duty scaffolds are used for carpentry and most other general 
trades.  Bricklaying, concreting, and demolition work requires heavy duty 
scaffolds. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Special precautions have to be taken if power lines hang near a platform.  Keep 
scaffolds clear of debris and obstructions.  Remove tripping hazards—scaffolds 
are primarily for access and are not places to store materials or equipment. 
 
Anyone who accesses a scaffold must be trained, including visitors (e.g., VIPs).  
For more specific information on scaffolds, review Reclamation’s Safety and 
Health Standards, Section 13, Walking and Working Surfaces. 
 
 
Fall Arrest Systems 
 
If you do fall from an elevated surface, wearing a safety harness can save you 
from serious injury or death.  Fall arrest systems are used when workers are 
required to carry out jobs near an unprotected edge. 
 
There are a number of different fall arrest systems, including static and inertia reel 
systems.  Vertical and self-retracting anchorage lines can be used for work 
performed from ladders.  Only employees suitably trained and supervised should 
install and use fall arrest systems.  Don’t work alone.  Have a JHA, which 
includes a rescue plan, prepared before you begin work so you know how to 
respond if a fall occurs. 

 15



Water Operation and Maintenance Bulletin 
 
 

                                       
 
 
Fall arrest systems should only be set up with components that are known to be 
compatible.  Make sure all the components are inspected and in good working 
order before starting to work.  Frayed and torn material or bent metal fittings 
indicate that the equipment could break under the strain of a fall.   
 
Wear the safety harness properly.  The belts around your shoulders, waist, and 
upper legs should not be left slack.  Poorly fitted belts can cause bruising or 
serious injury in the event of a fall.  Snap hooks that attach to the lanyard and 
anchor points should require at least two deliberate actions to open.  Do not 
connect snap hooks to each other or back onto the lanyard. 
 
The anchorage point should be sturdy and as high as the equipment permits.  If 
you work above the anchor point, the free-fall distance will increase.  Use a short 
lanyard where practical.  The longer the free-fall distance of a lanyard, the greater 
the jolt on the person in the harness when their fall is stopped.  A long line system 
can cause a pendulum effect when the line drops along an edge, swinging the 
worker to the ground or into an object. 
 
When you are not using the lanyard, don’t let it drag along the ground and be 
careful not to get it caught in moving parts such as an elevator.  Store fall 
protection equipment in a clean, dry area, free of fumes, sunlight, or corrosive 
materials.  Place it in a way that does not warp or distort the belts, harnesses, and 
lanyards. 
 
This article provides only some information on fall arrest systems.  For more 
specific requirements and information, please review Reclamation’s Safety and 
Health Standards, Section 16, Fall Protection and Rope Supported Work. 
 
 
Ladders and Trestles 
 
Take the time to properly set up.  As a general rule, for every 4 yards a ladder 
extends up a wall, place its base 1 yard out from the wall.  Place the raised end of 
a ladder so it overhangs over 1 yard above a landing for access purposes.  Use an 
effective means to prevent a ladder from slipping and sliding.  An assistant could 
hold and foot the ladder, or the base could be chocked.  If practical, tie the base 
and top of a ladder to a solid object.  Before using a stepladder, make sure it is 
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locked in the fully open position.  Don’t use a stepladder near the edge of an 
open floor because if the ladder topples, you could fall over the edge.  Use an 
elevated work platform or a scaffold for jobs at an extreme height rather than 
over-extending a long ladder. 
 
To maintain an extension ladder’s strength, a good length of overlap should be 
kept between extensions.  Use industrial grade ladders that are designed to take a 
higher load rating capacity than domestic ladders.  
 
As you move higher up a ladder, the risk of toppling increases.  The highest you 
are permitted to stand on a step ladder is the second rung below the top plate.  
Never stand on the top plate to work.  Remember your center of gravity 
limitations and never over-reach.  Take the time to move the ladder so you are 
safely positioned.   
 
When you do a job in which contact with electricity could accidentally occur, use 
a wooden or fiberglass ladder.  Make sure your shoes are free of mud and grease 
so you don’t make the rungs slippery.  Although not stated in Reclamation’s 
Safety and Health Standards, you should not wear tennis shoes or any other type 
of shoe that does not have a heel.  Again, you do not want to increase the risk of 
slipping off of a rung.  Use a tool belt to keep your hands free as you face a ladder 
to climb and work.  Only one person should be on a ladder at a time.  Use of PPE 
that restricts vision may create an unacceptable risk when working from a ladder.  
If you require two hands to hold a tool while on the ladder, you must use 
equipment to support your body, such as a body belt. 
 

                                       
 
 
Realize the limitations of working from a ladder and use a platform when 
appropriate.  When performing tight tasks, a trestle ladder system using scaffold 
planks makes a good platform.  Be sure to erect and use a trestle ladder set up 
according to the manufacturer’s specifications, which includes the grade of planks 
to use and how to securely install guardrails. 
 
Specific requirements and additional information on this subject can be found in 
Reclamation’s Safety and Health Standards, Section 13, Walking and Working 
Surfaces. 
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maintenance activities.  For more information regarding this subject, contact 
Steve Melikean, D-1430, SSLE, at (303) 445-2697. 

Elevated Work Platforms 
 
There is a range of elevated work platforms such as travel towers, boom lifts, 
scissor lifts, and cherry pickers.  You must be authorized and certified to operate 
certain units.  Units should be used on a flat, firm surface.  Unit stabilizers or 
outriggers should be fully extended and leveled.  When necessary, use suitable 
metal or timber spreaders to provide a firm base.  A mobile work platform’s 
wheels should be locked when it is in a stationary position.  If you use a 
suspended or elevated work platform, you should wear a safety harness with its 
lanyard attached to a secure anchorage point on the platform.  Distribute weight 
on the platform evenly.  Never exceed the safe working load of the unit.  
Platforms should not be used as cranes or to prop up structures.  Maintain your 
balance on a platform and don’t over-extend yourself in a dangerous manner.  Do 
not stand on the guardrails or climb out at height.  Communicate with your work 
team.  If you are the driver of a motor-propelled unit, or if the structure has to be 
manually moved, inform everyone when an adjustment needs to be made.  Make 
sure people are clear of moving parts before you raise or lower the platform.  
Although there are exceptions specified by manufacturers, booms have to be 
lowered before the unit travels.  Travel at a slow speed.  Keep a safe distance 
from changes in slope, depressions, debris, buildings, and overhead power lines. 
 

 
For additional requirements, refer to Reclamation’s Safety and Health Standards, 
Section 19, Hoisting Equipment, Pile Drivers, and Conveyors. 
 
 
Summary 
 
The cornerstone of a well-managed fall protection program is the process of pre-
planning, which includes identifying the people, items, and issues involved in a 
task.  It is important to make certain that all safety factors have been identified 
and considered while you are developing your fall protection program or 
improving on the program you have now. 
 
There are many jobs in Reclamation that require employees to work at great 
heights.  Ensuring that they do so safely takes hard work and effort.  The 
challenges frequently involve changing old habits and behaviors, adjusting to 
new work practices, and re-thinking how you approach your operations and 
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Have you ever fallen through thin ice into a cold lake, pond, or canal?  If so, you 
should view the following short film.  If not, you should take a glance anyway to 
learn what may happen if you are ever involved in a breakthrough event.  Can you 
survive?  With a little education, it is very possible. 
 
In the video you will see an actual emersion “accident,” with the prolonged cold 
water effects explained and graphically illustrated by an emersion researcher.  
Exposure time limits, human reactions during exposure, and survival and rescue 
methods are all discussed and shown. 
 
It’s an interesting and educational short film for children, adults, and any outdoor 
enthusiast or worker. 
 
The link below will take you to this excellent video clip produced by Canadian 
researchers. 
 
 

http://www.exn.ca/video/?Video=exn20020325-icewater.asx 
 
 
And remember, as they say:  The people shown are professionals.  Don’t try this 
at home! 

Emersion – Falling Through the Ice! 
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Mission 

 
The mission of the Bureau of Reclamation is to manage, develop, and protect 

water and related resources in an environmentally and economically sound 
manner in the interest of the American public. 

 
 

 

 
The purpose of this bulletin is to serve as a medium of exchanging operation and 
maintenance information.  Its success depends upon your help in obtaining and 
submitting new and useful operation and maintenance ideas. 

 
Advertise your district’s or project’s resourcefulness by having an article published in 
the bulletin—let us hear from you soon! 

 
Prospective articles should be submitted to one of the Bureau of Reclamation contacts 
listed below: 

 
Jerry Fischer, Bureau of Reclamation, ATTN:  D-8470, PO Box 25007, 

Denver, CO  80225-0007; (303) 445-2748, FAX (303) 445-6381; 
email:  jfischer@do.usbr.gov 

 
Vicki Hoffman, Pacific Northwest Region, ATTN:  PN-3234, 1150 North Curtis 

Road, Boise, ID  83706-1234; (208) 378-5335, FAX (208) 378-5305 
 

Steve Herbst, Mid-Pacific Region, ATTN:  MP-430, 2800 Cottage Way, 
Sacramento, CA  95825-1898; (916) 978-5228, FAX (916) 978-5290 

 
Albert Graves, Lower Colorado Region, ATTN:  BCOO-4846, PO Box 61470, 

Boulder City, NV  89006-1470; (702) 293-8163, FAX (702) 293-8042 
 

Don Wintch, Upper Colorado Region, ATTN:  UC-258, PO Box 11568, 
Salt Lake City, UT  84147-0568; (801) 524-3307, FAX (801) 524-5499 

 
Dave Nelson, Great Plains Region, ATTN:  GP-2400, PO Box 36900, 

Billings, MT  59107-6900; (406) 247-7630, FAX (406) 247-7898 




