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Router Safety Rules 

Routers are a common shop tool used for many 
purposes. They’re used to create decorative 
edges on small, often irregularly shaped work 
pieces and they are often used in conjunction 
with jigs to cut the mating parts of joinery such as 
machine cut dovetails for example. They can be 
used to cut the mortises for mortise and tenon 
joins and with the proper jigs can cut the tenons 
too. Most of us own a router and use it in a 
variety of applications.  

Routers can also be mounted in Router Tables to 
extend their usefulness, but that aspect of router 
use is covered by the Router Table Safety Rules, 
a document that can be found in the Stationary 
Power Tools section of the Charlotte 
Woodworkers’ Association Safety Manual.  

This document addresses the safe use of the 
Router when it is handheld rather than table 
mounted.  

The handheld router can be extremely dangerous 
if not handled with proper care and respect. It has 
the capacity to maim and even kill in a worst case 
scenario. 

To avoid accidents, the following safety rules 
must be observed by everyone working with a 
Router. Failure to follow these safety rules may 
result in serious personal injury or injury to others, 
possibly even death, 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, Electrical Safety 
Rules and Guidelines,  and Shop Safety 
Best Practices. 

2. Keep the work area clean and well lit. 
Cluttered or dark areas invite accidents. 

3. A four (4) foot perimeter around the router 
and the area you’ll be using it in should be 
kept clear of people, sawdust, and debris that 

could impair traction or footing to avoid 
slipping or losing your footing and falling. 

4. Keep children and bystanders away from 
your work area while operating the router. 
Distractions can cause you to lose control. 

5. The router should also be clean and clear of 
debris, sawdust, and other material prior to 
making adjustments and using it. Starting with 
a clean, properly adjusted tool that’s in good 
working order will improve your odds of 
making accurate and safe cuts the first time. 

6. Safety glasses with side shields or a face 
shield must be worn. Everyday eyeglasses 
are only made of impact resistant glass, they 
aren’t safety glasses. If you’re not wearing 
actual safety glasses, wearing safety goggles 
over your regular glasses can provide the 
protection you need. 

7. Hearing protection should be worn. Prolonged 
exposure the sound levels generated by most 
routers will do long term damage to your 
hearing. 

8. Use an appropriate mask or respirator in 
dusty work conditions. 

9. Remove loose fitting clothing and jewelry. Tie 
back long hair, and do not wear gloves. 

10. Before working with the router make sure all 
available guards are in place and working 
properly. 

 
General Router Safety Rules: 
1. Always choose the correct tool and the proper 

accessory for your job. 
2. Do not operate routers (or any other power 

tools) in explosive atmospheres, such as 
in the presence of flammable liquids, 
gases or dust. Power tools create sparks 
which may ignite the dust or fumes. 

3. The handheld router should NEVER be 
used as a router table!!! When using the 
handheld router always hold the router by 
hand and move the router to the work, 
NEVER move the work to the router. If you 
need a router table, mount the router in a 
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router table or use a router table that already 
has a router installed. 

4. Sharp bits must be handled with care. Never 
use dull or damaged bits that can snap during 
use. Dull bits tend to overload, causing 
possibility of bit breakage. 

5. For an extensive guide to router bit 
troubleshooting, consult the Wisconsin Knife 
Works web page here: 
http://www.wkwinc.com/rtrtrouble.asp 

6. Never use bits that have a cutting diameter 
greater than 1 inch, and in no case should the 
bit diameter exceed the diameter of the 
opening in the router base. 

7. If they’re available, always use the wrenches 
provided with the tool to make adjustments. 
Using the correct wrenches offers a more 
secure grip on the part being turned and 
helps prevent slipping. Using properly sized 
wrenches helps ensure that you don’t 
damage the router and that parts are 
tightened properly. 

8. If the wrenches that came with the tool are 
not available, be mindful of the fact that some 
routers will use metric fasteners while others 
will use US/Imperial fasteners. Be sure you 
use the correct sized wrenches, hex keys, etc. 

9. If using a bit left in the machine, after 
changing the bit, or making any adjustments, 
make sure the collet nut and any other 
adjustment devices are securely tightened. 
Loose adjustment devices can unexpectedly 
shift causing loss of control; loose rotating 
components may be violently thrown. 

Operational Safety Rules: 
1. Approach your work in the Shop & while using 

the router with a safe attitude!  
2. Give the work your undivided attention. 
3. This item, and the one that follows are 

long. READ THEM COMPLETELY!!! There 
are many different models of routers. Read 
the owner’s manual/user guide for the model 
of router you’ll be using. These documents 
will help you locate key controls for the router, 
tell how to use them properly, and provide 
valuable guidance on safe use of that 
particular model of router. If these documents 
aren’t available in the shop, have someone 
help you find them if you’ve never used this 
model of router before. They provide valuable 
information beyond what can be covered in 
this set of safety rules.  

4. The CWA Router Safety Rules provide our 
best effort to provide direction on how to use 
routers safely. If the Router documentation for 
the model you’ll be using requires a higher 
standard of protection and care than the CWA 
Router Safety Rules, take the more careful 
approach. It shouldn’t tell you to do anything 
that any of the CWA Safety Rules and 
Guidelines identifies as unsafe. If there are 
directions that tell you to do something we’ve 
identified as being unsafe or if you have any 
questions about how to proceed safely, 
contact the Shop Foreman who will help you 
find someone who can assist you in 
proceeding in the appropriate, safe, manner.  

5. If you have any question about how to 
perform any part of the operation of the model 
you’re using, get an answer before 
proceeding. Either consult the manual for that 
router model to get the answer, or ask the 
Shop Foreman and they will help you find 
someone who can assist you.  

6. Ensure that you completely understand 
the way to perform all relevant aspects of 
this router model’s operation BEFORE 
proceeding!  

7. Be absolutely certain that you know how to 
turn the router’s power switch OFF and on 
before continuing. 

8. Whenever you turn the router off, wait for the 
bit to come to a complete stop before lifting 
the router off the work. 

9. Turn OFF and Unplug the router before 
changing bits or making any adjustments. 

10. ALWAYS Turn the power switch OFF 
before plugging the router in.  

11. Always choose the correct tool and the proper 
accessory for your job. If you have questions 
about what to choose for your operation, don’t 
hesitate to contact the Shop Foreman. They 
can help you find someone who can advise 
you.  

12. When changing a bit, make sure that the 
machine is unplugged.  

13. Never bottom out the router bit, as this will 
damage the collet. 

14. Most router bits have a radius where the 
shank of the bit transitions into the cutter 
portion of the bit. It’s critical that when the bit 
is put into the router motor that you NOT have 
this portion of the bit in the collet. Otherwise 
the collet may tighten on the curved section of 

http://www.wkwinc.com/rtrtrouble.asp
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the radius and not on the straight section of 
the shank. When the router is started, this bit 
can be thrown from the router and damage or 
injury will result. The easiest way to avoid this 

problem is to use a small O-ring as a spacer 
when installing the bit. With the O-ring in 
place, simply slide the bit into the collet until 
the O-ring touches. Make sure that you 
haven’t bottomed out the bit in the collet, and 
if you haven’t, tighten the collet and you’re 
ready to proceed. See diagram above.  

15. Before installing a router bit, check the bit 
carefully for problems. Check the shank for 
damage such as deep scoring, cracks, and 
other problems that would compromise the 
shank’s integrity. Check the edges for 
chipping or other damage that would prevent 
the bit from cutting smoothly. Check the entire 
bit for any kind of chipping or crack. If you find 
one of these issues, contact the Shop 
Foreman and show them the problem so that 
they can either have it repaired or replaced. 
Don’t use bits that exhibit any of these 
problems. Using damaged bits can result in 
bit failure at any time if the router is turned on 
and such failures could result in serious, even 
fatal injury to you or to a bystander.  

16. ALWAYS inspect the router bit carefully 
before each use and NEVER use a bit if the 
carbide is cracked, chipped, or appears 
damaged in any way. If you haven’t 
personally inspected and installed the bit 
that’s in the router, best practice would be 
to remove the bit and check it completely 
as described above prior to using it.  

17. Always ensure that bits are sharp and clean 
of rust and pitch to avoid excessive friction. If 
the bit is your own, you’re responsible for 
maintaining it. If you are using a bit that 

belongs to Charlotte Woodworkers 
Association or our host organization and 
encounter issues, contact the Shop Foreman 
who can have it serviced. 

18. To improve user safety, the handheld 
routers in use in the CWA / JPM shop will 
be limited to bit diameters of 1 inch and 
smaller.  When you’re working on the Router 
Table, you’ll need to be aware that the larger 
diameter bits you may use there have 
additional speed restrictions. The 1” bits 
however,have a maximum router bit speed of: 

 

Router Bit Diameter Maximum Speed 

Up to 1" 22,000 - 24,000 rpm 

19. After changing the bit or making any 
adjustments, make sure the collet nut is 
securely tightened and that the unused 
portion of the bit is covered by the guard (if 
available) before tool use. 

20. Make all initial adjustments to the router, the 
bit height, and any accessories before 
plugging the router in. Follow the tool 
manufacturer’s procedure for setting the 
depth of cut. Tighten adjustment locks. 

21. Take time to examine your workpiece and to 
make sure that all necessary precautions 
have been taken before cutting. Always make 
sure the work surface is free from nails, knots, 
and other foreign objects.  

22. Do not shape chipboard, panel board, 
plywood, or any stock that has paint or 
varnish on the area that will contact the bit’s 
cutting edge. 

23. Use clamps or another practical way to 
secure and support the workpiece to a 
stable platform. Holding the work by hand or 
against your body leaves it unstable and may 
lead to loss of control and possibly a serious 
accident.  

24. Properly support long lengths of material. Use 
work supports or stands as needed.  

25. Only route work that can be secured with 
clamps or safely fastened to a backer board.  

26. If a dust collection port is available, connect 
the dust collector or a shop vacuum to the 
port before using the router. This will improve 
visibility in the area where you’re working and 
will help keep chips and dust from interfering 
with the cuts you’re making. 

O-ring on router bit  ensures bit
is properly positioned in collet.
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27. There are many different models of routers 
and they come in many sizes. Some models 
such a laminate trimmers and the smaller 
models of “regular” routers can be held with 
one hand. If you are using a router while 
holding it with a single hand, keep your 
other hand off the workpiece and away 
from the potential paths of the small 
router. The bits on these small machines 
will inflict injury without qualm and you 
don’t want that to happen to you. A better 
practice, when it’s possible, would be to 
use both hands to guide the small router 
unless that presents a safety hazard for 
some reason. 

28. After turning on the router, wait for it to reach 
full speed before starting the cut. 

29. Never start the tool when the bit is touching 
the workpiece. The bit may grab the 
workpiece and cause loss of control.  

30. For maximum control, hold the router firmly 
with both hands. The reaction torque of the 
motor can cause the tool to twist.  

31. Always feed the bit against the direction of bit 
rotation. This makes it easier to maintain 
control of the router. The proper feed direction 
is shown in the following diagram.  

The Frame that you're Routing a Profile on

Arrow shows direction of bit rotation

Bit Rotaion

 
Arrows show safest direction of router

movement (avoids climb cutting)

Looking down from above the Router.

 
32. Feeding the tool in the wrong direction causes 

the cutting edge of the bit to climb out of the 
workpiece and pull the tool toward the 
operator.  

33. “Depth of Cut” - Selecting an appropriate 
amount of material to remove with each pass 
of the router is important, both from a safety 
point of view and to ensure that you get the 

best surface quality on the final cut. Some bit 
types, such as dovetail bits and keyhole bits, 
must be fed at final depth to be useful. 
Others, like the straight bits used to cut 
mortises, can be fed more easily and with less 
stress on the bit and the router, if you take 
multiple passes to reach the final mortise 
depth. There are smaller bits with ¼ inch 
shanks, that can be broken easily if they are 
used to remove too much material in a single 
pass, and this can be dangerous, as it’s 
impossible to tell in advance where the 
broken pieces of the bit will go.  
A number of factors affect how heavy a cut 
can be taken cleanly and safely with a given 
router bit. These factors include: bit profile, 
cutting edge geometry, bit material (high 
speed steel versus carbide as an example), 
shank diameter, and sharpness of the bit’s 
cutting edge. If you need assistance to 
understand how these factors impact the 
amount of material a bit can remove cleanly 
and safety in a single pass, the Shop 
Foreman can help you find someone who can 
explain it or help you find the answers.  
If you’re looking for a general rule to follow as 
you start using the handheld router consider 
this: heavy cuts tend to put greater stress on 
the bit and the router and will typically leave a 
poorer quality surface on the cut than lighter 
cuts. Heavy cuts can also be more difficult to 
control as they “push” harder on the 
workpiece. To take the safer approach, which 
should also result in a better quality of cut on 
the finished surface when using bits that will 
work with this approach, take a series of cuts 
to get close to the final dimension, then take a 
final light pass, leaving the smoothest surface 
possible.  

34. Never touch the bit during or immediately 
after use. The bit is too hot to be touched with 
bare hands. 

35. Never leave the router running unattended. 
Never lay the tool down while it’s running. 
Turn the power off and do not release your 
hold on the router until it comes to a 
complete stop. The spinning bit can grab a 
surface and pull the tool out of your control.  

36. Return the bit to the tool cabinet after use. 
Never throw bits into the bottom of a drawer. 
The bits should be stored in a router bit 
holder. This will keep them sharp. 


