
While the sight of a �ame and the noise that sometimes 
accompanies it may cause concern, we assure you that 
�aring is a normal and important part of keeping a 
re�nery running safely. 
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FACTSFLARE

WHAT IS A FLARE?
A �are is a safety device, essentially a safety relief valve, which a re�nery 
uses to safely burn excess material, or hydrocarbons, which cannot be 
recovered or recycled. The excess hydrocarbons are combined with 
steam and safely burned in the �are which is more environmentally 
sound than releasing the hydrocarbons directly into the atmosphere. 

HOW DOES A FLARE WORK?
Similar to a pilot light on a hot water heater, the �are tip is continually 
lit in the event �aring is necessary. When a re�nery experiences a 
process interruption, such as an unplanned loss of power, the 
re�nery’s system may be unable to send the hydrocarbons through for 
further re�ning. In this case, the excess hydrocarbons are routed to 
the re�nery �are system, combined with steam and safely burned.

WHAT CAUSES A REFINERY TO FLARE?
Although �aring is minimized as much as possible, a re�nery may 
�are as part of start-up or shut-down procedures during maintenance 
or unplanned process interruptions such as a power outage or 
equipment failure.

IS FLARING BAD FOR THE ENVIRONMENT?
While �aring does produce some emissions, it is the safest and most 
environmentally sound manner for a re�nery to dispose of excess 
hydrocarbons. 

IS FLARING REGULATED?
Yes, �aring is regulated by both the EPA and state environmental 
agencies. The speci�c regulations vary from state to state, but all 
re�neries must report �aring to their respective regulatory agency and 
abide by the environmental guidelines and operating permits set forth 
by the agency. 

IS IT NORMAL TO HEAR NOISE OR SEE SMOKE 
FROM A FLARE?
Yes, while steam minimizes the amount of smoke produced by the 
�are, there may still be some smoke during �aring. The rumbling noise 
that can sometimes be heard during �aring is due to mixing hydrocar-
bons, air and steam. Neither the smoke nor the noise is cause for 
concern; �aring is a controlled process that is closely monitored by 
re�nery operators.


