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Chemical Weapons: Fire Retardants

A number of different toxic chemicals
are used during yre suppression
operations, but yre retardant is the
most signiycant chemical in terms of
quantity used and their environmental
impacts. Retardant drops from low-
pying air tankers makes dramatic
news photos and video footage, and is
arguably one of the dominant images
of wildyre suppression in the publicés
eye.

An air tanker drops a slurry load of yre retardant

Dumped from a low-pying air-tanker or helicopter, the red-dyed mixture of
chemicals and water clings to organic matter and creates a chemical reaction that
makes biomass difycult to burn for a limited time, thus retarding yre spread.
If it is dropped in the right places at the right times under the right conditions,
retardant can cool down and slow down the rate of yre spread, but ground crews
must be positioned to take advantage of the drops. If retardant is dumped at the
wrong place, time, or conditions and there are no yreyghters ready on the ground,
retardant drops make an expensive newsmedia photo-op that is essentially futile
for actual yre containment objectives.

Fire retardants are basically 80% water, 10% fertilizer, and 10% chemical
additives. At temperatures above 200 degrees Fahrenheit, the yre retardant, Phos-
Chek, breaks down into toxic ammonia and phosphoric acid.[1] Another popular
retardant, Fire-Trol , degrades into cyanide at levels highly toxic to aquatic species,
especially frogs.[2]

In still bodies of water like lakes and ponds, concentrated doses of retardant can
immediately kill ysh, or the nitrogen and phosphorus in retardants can lead to algae
blooms that consumes oxygen and kills ysh slowly over time. When dumped on
the ground, the fertilizer in retardant can stimulate the growth of invasive weeds
which can enter remote sites from seeds transported inadvertently by yreyghters
and their equipment.
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