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Forever Chemicals (PFAS)

The 
science 

PFAS chemicals invented by US military in 1940s as synthetic chemical of profound 
inertness (use in atomic bomb construction and submarine fire suppression). 
Popularized in industrial production of plastics (1960s-2018) and as fire-fighting foam 
for petroleum fires at airports, military bases, and refineries (1970s-present).

From the moment the military and US plastics and petrochemical industry started 
using PFAS chemicals, they amassed overwhelming evidence of their toxicity. But 
DOD, DuPont, and 3M chose to bury those facts. 

The toxicology of PFAS chemicals is now settled: exposure to trace amounts of these 
chemicals is strongly linked to developmental disorders, immune dysfunction, 
reproductive harm, and a host of cancers. PFAS are toxic. 

They are also virtually indestructible, surprisingly mobile once released into the 
environment, and bio-accumulate in plants, animals, and humans. 

These properties – their toxicity, durability, mobility, and affinity for living creatures –
make them a profound new threat to public health. Policy is now moving to catch up 
with the science. In the lag between the science and the policy, reckless rush to 
incinerate PFAS.
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Aqueous Film Forming Foam (AFFF)
AFFF is one of the strongest fire-suppressants known to man.     

AFFF is made of synthetically engineered PFAS compounds (“forever chemicals”).

Exposure to trace amounts of PFAS chemicals is linked to cancers, developmental disorders, 
immune dysfunction, and infertility. 
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Contracted Burn
Pentagon: AFFF displays “unacceptable toxicity” (2017) [military had concerns earlier]

Congress: Department of Defense must phase out AFFF by 2024

In 2016, Department of Defense orders the incineration of the militaries stockpile of 
AFFF (DOD stockpile of AFFF estimated to be between 24 – 33 million pounds).

At least 20 million pounds of AFFF sent to incinerators across US.  
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Incineration and AFFF: An Unproven Method
EPA: “It is not well understood how effective high-temperature combustion is in 
completely destroying PFAS” (2020)

ITRC: Ability of incineration to destroy AFFF “as active area of research.” (2020)

EPA: “Thermal destructibility” of AFFF poorly understood. (2019)

Air Force:  “The high-temperature of PFOS has not been characterized.” (2016)
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Incineration and AFFF: A Dangerous Mix
AFFF is “an extremely efficient flame retardant” (EPA)

Subjecting AFFF to high-temperatures can generate new PFAS compounds and other 
fluorinated toxins (like hydrofluoric acid). 

There are no technologies nor analytical standards to monitor PFAS emissions from 
an incinerator.

Burning AFFF may emit dangerous chemicals into surrounding neighborhoods.
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PFAS levels around Incinerator
Sampling of PFAS levels in soil and surface water around incinerator burning AFFF 
found high levels of PFAS chemicals found in AFFF. Especially PFBA. 

Studies in Australia found high levels of PFAS in ash after incinerating AFFF. 

Studies in Holland found high levels of PFAS in eggs and milk from farms near 
hazardous incinerator burning PFAS. 
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20 million pounds of AFFF and AFFF 
wastewater incinerated between 2016-20.

No evidence hazardous waste incinerators 
can destroy this toxic firefighting foam.

Contracted incinerators are habitual 
violators of environmental law. 

Contracted incinerators are located in 
poor and working-class communities.

40% of all known shipments of AFFF were 
sent to “fuel-blending” facilities where 
documentation stops. Where did it go?

970,000 pounds of AFFF was burned 
overseas.

Operation Crackpot
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Months in Violation of Environmental 
Law

EPA Enforcement Actions in last 5 
Years

Operation Crackpot
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AFFF Incineration Facilities

AFFF Fuel Blending Facilities

Operation Crackpot



The Reckless Rush to Burn AFFF www.bennington.edu/AFFF

20 million pounds of AFFF and AFFF 
wastewater incinerated between 2016-20.

No evidence hazardous waste incinerators 
can destroy this toxic firefighting foam.

Contracted incinerators are habitual 
violators of environmental law. 

Contracted incinerators are located in 
poor and working-class communities.

40% of all known shipments of AFFF were 
sent to “fuel-blending” facilities where 
documentation stops. Where did it go?

970,000 pounds of AFFF was burned 
overseas.

Operation Crackpot



The Reckless Rush to Burn AFFF www.bennington.edu/AFFF

Norlite Hazardous Waste 
Incinerator

Cohoes, New York

35% of known AFFF shipments went to Norlite.

2.47 million pounds of AFFF and 900,000 gallons 
of AFFF wastewater were burned at Norlite.

Norlite is 400 feet from Saratoga Sites Public 
Housing Complex, home to some 70 families. 

Norlite is located in a densely populated city. 

Norlite is a serial violator of environmental law.
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Norlite Hazardous Waste 
Incinerator
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The Reckless Rush to Burn 
AFFF

Between 2016-2020, the Department of Defense authorized the burning of at 
least 20 million pounds of toxic firefighting foam.

There is no evidence that incineration destroys the toxic chemistry of AFFF.

The burning of AFFF happened hidden from public view and in defiance of 
environmental expertise.

Most the incinerators that attempted to burn AFFF are located in environmental 
justice communities.

In effect, the Pentagon redistributed its AFFF problem into poor and working 
class neighborhoods across the US. 

There is reason to think the military continues to burn AFFF. Its well past time 
for a sensible ban on the burning of AFFF nationwide.
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thank you
(dbond@bennington.e
du)
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DEC Report of PFAS at Norlite
DEC: “comprehensive study” of PFAS deposition // “No Clear Link to Norlite’s Operations”

DEC’s conclusion is not supported by its data. DEC’s own data identifies worrisome patterns of 
contaminated soil downwind of Norlite (mercury, lead, and PFOS)

DEC’s analysis neglects standard scientific practices for investigating airborne deposition of PFAS.

DEC’s study is too tightly bound to Norlite (PFAS emissions travel far) and ignores reasonable 
possibility that incineration generated new PFAS compounds we don’t have standards for. 

It is not clear why DEC continues to place its reputation on the line in defense of the reckless 
burning of AFFF. 
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