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Wood Lathe 
Safety Rules 

 
Lathes designed for working wood are machine tools 

that rotate the workpiece on its axis so that cutting 

tools, sandpaper, and finish applicators can perform a 

variety of cutting, sanding, and finishing operations. 

Lathes can be used to produce spindle turnings 

(baseball bats, chair legs, etc) or to produce items such 

as bowls, platters and similar pieces. The wood lathe 

can also be used for certain drilling operations both 

with a drill chuck mounted in the tailstock, and with 

special accessories that permit drilling deep holes into 

a work piece through the hole that exists in center of 

some lathe’s headstock spindle.  

Work can be sanded on the lathe while it is still 

mounted and if the work is sanded while the lathe is 

running, the lathe provides the energy to get the piece 

smoothed to the desired state of readiness for final 

finishing. If the lathe is capable of low rotational 

speeds, finishes can be applied easily while the piece 

turns and in some cases cured finishes can be buffed to 

a final polish with minimal effort.  

Safety is important on the lathe just as it is with other 

power tools in the shop. In addition to the potential for 

injury from the turning tools if they are handled 

carelessly, a block of wood that is not properly 

mounted in the lathe can fly off with enough force to 

cause serious injury to the operator or to someone 

standing nearby.  

To avoid accidents, the following safety rules must be 

observed by everyone working on the Wood Lathe. 

Failure to follow these safety rules may result in 

serious personal injury or injury to others and can 

result in a loss of shop privileges. 

Start with a Risk Assessment to ensure a safe work 

area: 

1. Follow all procedures in CHARLOTTE 

WOODWORKERS’ ASSOCIATION Shop 

Rules and Guidelines. 

2. A four (4) foot perimeter around the Lathe should 

be kept clear of bystanders and debris that impair 

traction or footing to avoid slips and falls. In some 

cases clear shields have been erected so that 

bystanders may watch safely from the side away 

from the operator.  

3. The Lathe should also be clean and clear of 

shavings, sawdust, and other material prior to 

making adjustments and using it.  

4. On the lathes in use in the CWA shop, Safety 

glasses with side shields and a face shield must be 

worn. Wearing safety glasses with side shields 

provides additional protection beyond what’s 

offered by a simple face shield. If your face shield 

completely encloses your face as a few of the units 

that provide built in dust filtration systems do, the 

additional protection offered by the safety glasses 

and side shields isn’t considered mandatory, but 

never hurts.  

5. Hearing protection should be worn. If you are 

someone who considers worst case scenarios, you 

should consider the value offered by earmuff style 

ear protectors, not only to protect your hearing, but 

to provide physical protection should a piece of 

work disintegrate on the lathe. 

6. Fine metal particles and dust from the grinding 

wheel of a grinder (used to sharpen lathe tools) 

and wood dust are harmful to your respiratory 

tract. Protect yourself by using a dust mask, an air 

filtration face shield or helmet, proper ventilation, 

dust collection system (but never use dust 

collectors on the grinder that could allow hot 

metal or sparks to come into contact with wood 

debris or dust, as this could ignite the wood and 

cause a fire!) or a combination of protective 

measures to deal with this issue. It’s especially 

important to protect yourself from the dust from 

certain exotic woods, spalted woods, or any wood 

that creates a skin reaction or gives you breathing 

problems. 

7. It’s recommended that you provide a means of 

collecting the dust generated while sanding on the 

lathe. 
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8. Remove loose fitting clothing and jewelry, 

including loose necklaces and dangling earrings. 

Any item which hangs where it could contact parts 

of the lathe could get caught in rotating parts.  

9. Tie back, or otherwise secure, long hair. 

10. Do not wear gloves while working on the lathe. 

11. Check the lathe for problems before starting to 

turn. Check for damaged parts, alignment, binding 

of moving parts, and other conditions that may 

affect its operation.  If you encounter problems, 

contact the Shop Foreman to help get them 

resolved before using that lathe. 

12. Keep tools off the lathe bed. Keep the 

woodturning tools on the same side as the 

operator, so there is no need to reach over the lathe 

to get tools. 

13. Keep tools that you aren’t using at the moment in 

a location where they can be reached easily when 

they’re need and ensure that they’re in a place 

where they won’t roll around and potentially fall, 

damaging the tool or injuring someone. 

14. Guard against electric shock. Inspect electric cords 

for damage. Avoid the use of extension cords. 

15. Don’t work in environments that are inherently 

unsafe. Don’t use a lathe in damp or wet locations. 

Don’t use the lathe in the presence of flammable 

liquids or gases. Always keep a fully-charged fire 

extinguisher within easy reach. Keep your work 

area well lit. 

Operational Safety Rules: 

1. Approach your work in the Shop & on the Lathe 

with a safe attitude!  

2. There are many different models of wood lathes, 

both commercial and occasionally even shop built. 

Be sure that you know how the lathe you’re using 

operates and where all switches and controls are. 

If you need help with this, contact the Shop 

Foreman and they will help you find someone who 

can assist you.  

3. Know your abilities and limitations. If you don’t 

know how to perform an operation safely, get 

instruction from an experienced wood turner. The 

Shop Foreman can help you identify someone with 

the knowledge and experience to provide the 

assistance you need. 

4. Always choose the correct tool and the proper 

accessory for your job. If you have questions 

about choosing an appropriate tool or accessory 

for the operation you want to perform, don’t 

hesitate to contact the Shop Foreman. They can 

help you find someone who can advise you. 

5. Select stock carefully and inspect it closely before 

undertaking a project. Avoid using wood with 

loose knots or splits. Always make sure the work 

surface is free from nails and other foreign objects. 

6. Rough out your workpiece on a band saw, or a 

similar tool, before mounting it on the lathe. 

7. Before mounting a piece of wood in the lathe, or 

turning on the power to the lathe, make sure the 

lathe is set to the lowest possible speed. Some 

lathes have mechanical speed controls that can 

only be adjusted while the lathe is running. If the 

workpiece is mounted before setting one of these 

lathes to its lowest speed, and if the work is too 

heavy or out of balance, you may not have a 

chance to lower the speed before the workpiece is 

thrown from the lathe. If the workpiece is thrown 

from the lathe it could possibly cause damage to 

equipment or injury to the operator or others in the 

area.  

8. If using the tailstock to hold one end of the stock, 

snug the tailstock center against the work and lock 

it.  

9. Lubricate the tailstock center if it is not a ball-

bearing center. 

10. Before starting the Lathe ensure that everything 

(chuck, faceplate, tool rest, tool rest base, etc. as 

applicable) is properly locked in place. Remove 

chuck keys, adjusting wrenches, and knockout 

bars. Make it a habit to check for these tools and 

accessories each time you prepare to start the 

lathe.  

11. When using a faceplate, be certain the workpiece 

is solidly mounted with stout screws (#10 or #12 

sheet metal screws as a minimum). Do not use dry 

wall or deck screws. When turning between 

centers, be certain the workpiece is firmly 

mounted between the headstock driving center and 

tailstock center. 

12. Ensure all guards and covers are in place before 

starting the lathe.  

13. If a dust collection hood is available on the lathe, 

connect the dust collector and make sure it’s 

running properly before using the wood lathe. 

14. Confirm the stock is secure before starting. Stand 

to the side of the machine on the initial start-up to 

ensure that the stock is secured. 

15. Rotate your workpiece by hand to make sure it 

clears the tool rest and bed before turning the 

lathe on. Be certain that the workpiece turns 

freely and is firmly mounted. A hand wheel on the 

headstock simplifies this process of spinning the 

lathe by hand before turning on the switch.  
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16. Never adjust the position of the tool rest while the 

lathe is turning 

17. Never leave the lathe running unattended. Turn 

power off and stay with the machine until it comes 

to a complete stop. 

18. Be aware of the lathe’s “firing zone.” This is the 

area directly in front of and behind the workpiece. 

These areas are where the stock is most likely to 

travel if it’s thrown from the lathe. Make it a 

practice to stand clear of this zone when turning 

on the lathe, and of keeping your hand on the 

switch in case you need to turn the lathe off. When 

watching others turn, stay clear of this zone. 

19. When setting the lathe speed, be aware of the 

characteristics of the workpiece you’re turning and 

its impact on the safe turning speed. Use slower 

speeds for larger diameter pieces or rough pieces, 

as well as for pieces that are out of balance. Use 

higher speeds for smaller diameter pieces and 

pieces that are well balanced. Ensure the lathe 

speed is appropriate for the size and weight 

distribution of the blank you’ll be turning. 

20. Always start a piece at a slower speed until the 

workpiece is balanced. If the lathe is shaking or 

vibrating, lower the speed. If the workpiece 

vibrates, always stop the machine to determine 

why, and correct the issue before continuing. To 

determine a good starting speed, check the 

operator’s manual for the lathe you’re using for 

recommended speeds for different situations.  

21. Be aware that a lighter built, less powerful lathe 

can’t handle the same size and weight of blank 

that a more robustly built lathe with greater power 

can.  Respect the limitations of the machine to 

avoid situations that can lead to trouble.  

22. When working on the lathe, maintain a stable 

balanced stance that allows you to move with the 

tool as you’re turning. Don’t overreach. 

23. The tool should always contact the tool rest before 

it comes in contact with the wood. Hold the tools 

securely in a controlled but comfortable way.  

24. Always use a slower speed when starting to turn 

until the workpiece is cylindrical in cross section 

and in balance. This helps avoid the possibility of 

an unbalanced piece jumping out of the lathe and 

striking the operator or a bystander.  

25. Start the cut with the heel of the bevel rubbing 

prior to bringing the edge into contact with the 

work. This will give you more control that 

attempting to let the tools edge contact the work 

prior to bringing the bevel into contact with the 

work. 

26. Make contact with the work in a cautious, 

controlled manner and then slowly progress to a 

more aggressive cut. 

27. Never use your fingers to check the work for 

roundness while the lathe is running. Stop the 

lathe to check the progress.  

28. Clean up wood shavings and sawdust often. 

Sawdust and shavings create a slipping hazard. 

29. Before running a lathe in reverse, ensure that 

chucks or faceplates are securely locked or 

fastened to the lathe spindle with set screws. 

30. Remove the tool rest before sanding, finishing, or 

polishing your work on the lathe.  

31. When sanding, remember that the spinning stock 

will cause the sand paper to heat up from the 

friction of sanding. So sand on a low speed and 

with light enough pressure so that you don’t 

overheat the work.  

32. When sanding on the lathe, be aware that the 

friction of sanding will tend to move the sandpaper 

and your fingers. Sand on a portion of the work 

where this tendency is pulling in a comfortable 

direction and isn’t jamming the paper into your 

fingers. Hold the sandpaper so that it can pull free 

of your grasp is this force becomes greater than 

you can easily control. 

33. Don’t use cloth to apply finish to a workpiece 

while the lathe is turning. It could get caught and 

pull you into the lathe. Instead, use paper towels to 

apply finish and don’t wrap them around your 

fingers or your hand. Paper towels will tear free if 

they get caught. 

34. Keep tools sharp and clean for better and safer 

performance. If a tool is dull don’t force it to 

continue cutting. Don’t use a tool for a purpose 

that it wasn’t designed or intended for. If your 

tools need to be sharpened and you don’t know 

how to sharpen them, find someone who can teach 

you. The Shop Foreman should be able to help you 

find someone with the skills to teach you to 

sharpen lathe tools. 

35. Pay close attention to unusual sounds or 

vibrations. Stop the lathe to investigate the cause 

of any unusual behavior from the lathe or the 

turning process.  

36. Give the work your undivided attention.  

37. Shut off the lathe, and disconnect the power 

source before making repairs. 


