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Potassium metal: Is potassium metal permitted for demonstrations?
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Firstly, it is important to follow directions from your jurisdiction regarding the use of chemicals.
Potassium metal is banned from NSW Department of Education schools1 and is considered
high risk in Queensland2.
Science ASSIST has developed a ‘List of recommended chemicals for Australian Schools’3
with the aim to satisfy the requirements of all jurisdictions across Australia. In keeping with
this, we have not included potassium in the List and hence, it is also not included in the
Chemical management handbook for Australian Schools – Edition 34.

Potassium metal is a high-risk chemical. If you are permitted to use potassium in your
jurisdiction, it is important to be aware of the hazards regarding the storage and handling of
potassium metal and to conduct your own risk assessment to inform your decision as to
whether to purchase it.
Therefore, while it may be permissible to store and use potassium metal, please carefully
consider whether your school can manage the risks associated with it.
Long term storage and formation of oxides
The major concern about the use and storage of potassium metal is regarding the hazards of
long-term storage. The Chem-Supply SDS for potassium5 says that the metal ‘will form the
peroxide and the superoxide at room temperature even when stored under mineral oil’. There
is the risk that the oxidised metal ‘may explode violently when handled or cut’.5 Whilst this
may be a rare occurrence, the consequences are significant. There is an account of an
experienced teacher in Switzerland who received severe burns as a result of a small piece of
potassium exploding6.
Schools that may have potassium are advised to inspect their potassium to ensure that it is
covered with liquid paraffin oil. The oxide is grey and the peroxide is yellow in colour, while the
superoxide is a deeper yellow, or ‘canary yellow’7. If the potassium is coated with a yellow
crust, it may have developed the superoxide and may be explosive8. If this is the case, do not
attempt to handle or cut it but arrange for its disposal by a licenced chemical waste disposal
contractor.
Security
Potassium is listed as a Category II - illicit drug precursor/reagent9, therefore may need an
End User Declaration (EUD) for purchase and it is required to be stored securely.
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