The distillation of spirits has taken place for centuries, the vast majority of which has been without
incident, damage to property, or threat to human health. Unfortunately, and for a variety of reasons,
several misconceptions about alcohol distillation have persisted, leading some to believe that distillation
is inherently dangerous both from a production standpoint, and in consumption of the alcohol
produced. These myths live on despite ample evidence to the contrary.
When considering the safety implications of making home-based, hobbyist distillation legal, it is
important to have the facts. The information presented below is meant to address these myths and
shed light on the truth regarding the safety of both the act of alcohol distillation (i.e. fire, explosion, and
property damage) and the consumption of the end product (e.g. poisoning). We believe that careful
consideration of the issue will yield the conclusion that home distilling is safe for producers and
consumers, and that it should be treated on par with home-based production of beer and wine.
Production
Unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately) there is little hard data regarding distillation-related accidents or
fires. This appears to primarily be the result of a lack of safety-related incidents. To this end, extensive
research was conducted by the following individuals:




Rick Morris, Author, The Joy of Home Distilling.
Ian Smiley, BSc., Author, Making Pure Corn Whiskey.
Mike Nixon, Co-author, The Compleat Distiller.

Like any process employing heat, whether from an open flame or an electric heat element, distillation
requires care and common sense. But this is no more true for alcohol distillation than it is for the
everyday necessity of cooking. In fact, distillation of alcohol takes place at a lower temperature (173
degrees) than boiling water (212 degrees) or frying chicken (350 degrees) – activities repeated daily in
billions of households across the globe
Mr. Nixon, author of The Compleat Distiller, resides in New Zealand, where home distilling was made
legal in 1996. There are an estimated 220,000 home distillers currently in the country. Mr. Nixon was
unable to find a single reported incident of fire, explosion, or other distillation-related accident in New
Zealand in the nearly 20 years since legalization of home distilling.
Similarly, research conducted by both Mr. Morris and Mr. Smiley in the preparation of their books failed
to identify any incidents of damage from home distilling.

Compare this to home fires resulting from cooking accidents. According to the U.S. Fire Administration’s
National Fire Incident Reporting System and the National Fire Protection Association’s (NFPA) annual fire
department experience survey,1 from 2007-2011, U.S. fire departments responded to an estimated
average of 156,600 home structure fires in which cooking equipment was involved.
These fires caused an average of 400 civilian deaths, 5,080 reported civilian fire injuries, and $853
million in direct property damage per year. Overall, these incidents accounted for two of every five
reported home fires (43%) and reported home fire injuries (38%), 16% of home fire deaths, and 12% of
the direct property damage resulting from home fires.
Given the number of cooking-related fires each year, it is safe to conclude that, at least, alcohol distilling
is no more dangerous than daily cooking, and is likely substantially safer.
Poisoning
Aside from alcohol poisoning in individuals who simply consume too much alcohol (a problem having
nothing to do with where spirits are distilled or procured), poisoning from “bootleg” or home-distilled
alcohol comes not from the distillation process itself, but through later adulteration, typically the
addition of methanol (or “wood alcohol,” often used as an organic solvent) to extend yield and increase
profits from illegal sale. In the U.S., such incidents are rare if not altogether absent. According to Dr.
Donna Seger, Executive Director of the Tennessee Poison Center and professor at Vanderbilt University,
methanol poisoning in the U.S. occurs only a few times a year, and often not from homemade liquor,
but because children get into windshield wiper fluid, antifreeze and paint thinner.2
Remarkably, the first-line treatment for methanol poisoning is the intraveneous administration of
ethanol.
Mass poisonings from home-made liquor have occurred in the recent past, but in places such as Libya,
Cambodia, India, Estonia, Madagascar and Turkey, where methanol was deliberately added.
It takes roughly 2mL of methanol per Kg (2.2 pounds) of body weight to poison a person. Consequently,
a 70kg (154lb) adult would need to consume 140ml (4.75oz) of pure methanol in order to go blind or
die. Given the trace quantities of methanol in distilled spirits it would take roughly 70L of bourbon for
poisoning to occur.
The comparison below3 supports the fact that it is not conceivable for a person to consume
enough methanol from distilled spirits to be hazardous. It is more likely from drinking fruit juice:
Fruit juices contain 1-640mg/L of methanol, and average at 140mg/L
Wine contains 96-321mg/L
Distilled spirits contain 10-220mg/L (less than either fruit juice or wine)
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