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As Defined by Regulation, What Is Fireworks Flash Powder? 

K. L. Kosanke and L. Weinman 
 

Although widely used, the term “flash pow-
der” is poorly defined; there is nothing even ap-
proaching universal agreement about exactly 
which pyrotechnic formulations are and are not 
fireworks flash powders. This would be of some 
concern under any circumstance; however, it is 
the use of the term—flash powder—in regula-
tions that greatly magnifies the problem. One 
might expect that an agency choosing to use the 
term “flash powder” in their regulations would 
have a responsibility to provide a reasonably 
precise definition for it; if not providing a gener-
ally applicable definition, then at least a defini-
tion for use within the context of the regulations. 
Unfortunately, this is not the case. Consider the 
definition published by of the Bureau of Alco-
hol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (ATF or 
BATFE), the primary regulating authority for 
the manufacture, storage and use of explosives 
in the US: 

55.11 Meaning of terms. Flash Powder. An 
explosive material intended to produce an 
audible report and a flash of light when ig-
nited, which includes but is not limited to 
oxidizers such as potassium chlorate or po-
tassium perchlorate, and fuels such as sulfur 
and aluminum.[1] 

 
Note that this definition depends on the “in-

tended” use of the material. This leads one to 
ask, “intended by whom”; presumably that is the 
possessor of the pyrotechnic composition (i.e., 
its maker or the user of the composition). Thus if 
the possessor of a pyrotechnic composition in-
tends that it be used to “produce an audible re-
port and a flash of light” (and meets the general 
ingredient requirements) then it is a flash pow-
der. Conversely then, if another possessor of a 
composition of the same formulation does not 
intend it to produce an audible report and a flash 
of light, then by this definition it must logically 
be concluded that the composition is not a flash 
powder under ATF regulations. Obviously this 
is a problem, one should not need to look into 

the mind of the possessor to determine whether 
something is a flash powder or not. There should 
be some objectively quantifiable characteristic 
(or set of characteristics) that definitively estab-
lishes whether something is or is not flash pow-
der, at least for the purpose of regulation. 

In the ATF’s definition, even if “intended to 
produce” was replaced with “capable of produc-
ing”, that does not really solve the problem. This 
is because just about any pyrotechnic composi-
tion is capable of producing an audible report 
and a flash of light under some set of conditions. 
For example, consider a Black Powder maroon; 
upon functioning, this certainly produces both 
“an audible report and a flash of light”, yet it is 
most doubtful that anyone would classify Black 
Powder as a flash powder. 

It is useful that the ATF provides, to some 
extent, additional guidance elsewhere in their 
regulations that further defines the nature of 
flash powder. The ATF includes flash powder as 
one example in a list of high explosives.[2] 

55.202 Classes of explosive materials. (a) 
High Explosives. Explosive materials which 
can be caused to detonate by means of a 
blasting cap when unconfined, (for example 
dynamite, flash powders and bulk salutes).[1] 

 
Note that the ATF does not qualify their in-

clusion of flash powders as high explosives, 
such as by saying some, many, or most flash 
powders are high explosives. Accordingly, the 
ATF has established another necessary condition 
for a pyrotechnic composition to qualify as a 
flash powder under their regulations. In addition 
to the pyrotechnic composition being “intended 
to produce an audible report and a flash of 
light”, it must also be a high explosive (i.e., it 
“can be caused to detonate … when uncon-
fined”). Unfortunately, the only way to deter-
mine whether or not a pyrotechnic composition 
detonates when unconfined (i.e., whether or not 
the pyrotechnic composition qualifies as a flash 
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powder[5]) is to perform a fairly difficult (i.e., 
expensive) test. There is another point that needs 
to be considered regarding the performance of a 
detonation test, specifically, what is the quantity 
of material being tested. Consider the following 
pyrotechnic composition generally recognized to 
be a flash powder, a composition with 70% fine 
grained potassium perchlorate and 30% pyro-
aluminum. In relatively small quantities, when 
unconfined this composition will burn without 
producing an explosion, and if there is no explo-
sion, it certainly did not detonate. Logically 
then, such small quantities of this composition 
must not be a flash powder, even though larger 
quantities of this same composition might be 
shown to be capable of detonating when uncon-
fined.[2] 

If one seeks additional guidance from other 
authoritative sources regarding an objectively 
quantifiable definition of flash powder, little if 
any additional information is found. For exam-
ple, in their training materials, the Pyrotechnics 
Guild International uses the definition, 

Flash Powder. Explosive composition in-
tended for use in firecrackers and salutes. 
Flash powder produces an audible report 
and a flash of light when ignited.[9] 

 
In their fireworks construction standard, the 

American Pyrotechnic Association does not use 
the term flash powder. They define two terms 
“explosive composition” and “pyrotechnic com-
position”. Of these two terms, fairly clearly flash 
powder is included within the definition of ex-
plosive composition. 

2.6.1 Explosive Composition. Any chemical 
compound or mixture, the primary purpose 
of which is to function by explosion, produc-
ing an audible effect (report) in a fireworks 
device.[10] 

 
Both of these definitions still require one to 

consider the use to which a pyrotechnic compo-
sition will be put, in addition to one or both, 
producing a flash of light and a report. Unfortu-
nately, none of these definitions provide an ob-
jectively quantifiable measure that can be used 
to establish whether a given pyrotechnic compo-
sition is or is not flash powder. 

A second article has been prepared address-
ing the subject of what is flash powder.[11] That 

follow-on article considers some technical issues 
relating to the production of “an audible report 
and a flash of light”. It also suggests an ap-
proach that might be taken to provide an objec-
tively quantifiable and relatively easy way to de-
termine which pyrotechnic compositions are and 
which are not fireworks flash powders. 
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