Wildland Firefighters And PFAS In Gear Raise Serious Health And
Accountability Questions

What PFAS Are And How They End Up In Protective Clothing

Wildland firefighters already accept a level of risk most people never face. Smoke exposure,
extreme heat, long deployments, and brutal physical strain are built into the job. What is harder
to accept is learning that protective clothing may have added another avoidable exposure, and
that the people responsible for supplying that clothing had reason to know it.

That is the central takeaway from internal correspondence reported by ProPublica. Officials

were alerted years earlier that some wildland firefighting pants contained PFAS in their fabric
finishes. They debated whether they had a duty to notify firefighters, but the information did
not quickly reach rank-and-file personnel.

This is not a story about panic. It is a story about practical consequences. When a worker is not
told about a known chemical in gear, that worker cannot make informed decisions about
storage, cleaning, replacement, or reducing contact. Families cannot make informed decisions
either. That is where health and accountability meet, and why many people in this position
choose to speak with a PFAS cancer lawyer about whether exposure evidence and medical

records support a compensation claim.
How PFAS Can Make People Sick

PFAS are man-made chemicals used to make products that resist water, oil, heat, and stains. In
protective clothing, PFAS can be part of a fabric finish designed to repel fuels and other
hydrocarbons. The concern is not just that PFAS show up in gear. It is that many PFAS
compounds can stay in the body and environment for a long time, so exposure can add up.

PFAS exposure has been linked to measurable changes in the body, including changes in liver
enzymes, cholesterol levels, immune response, and hormone regulation. Exposure most often
happens through contaminated drinking water and food, but contact with treated materials
and contaminated dust can also contribute in environments where gear is worn and handled
repeatedly.

Health problems associated with PFAS include:

e Kidney cancer

e Testicular cancer

e Liver damage or elevated liver enzymes
e High cholesterol


https://www.propublica.org/article/forest-service-forever-chemical-firefighter-pfas
https://ferrell-lawgroup.com/personal-injury/toxic-exposure/
https://ferrell-lawgroup.com/articles/the-next-frontier-of-pfas-litigation-goes-beyond-firefighting-foam/

¢ Immune system effects including reduced vaccine response
e Thyroid disease and other hormone disruption concerns
e Pregnancy complications including high blood pressure and low birth weight

e Developmental effects in children

Not every exposed person will develop the same condition, and PFAS cases are rarely built on
one symptom. They are built on exposure history, timing, medical records, and the hard reality
that these illnesses can change a family’s financial stability for years. That is why
documentation and early evaluation matter when PFAS exposure may be part of the story.

What The Emails Show In Plain Terms

The reporting by ProPublica describes a trail that starts with a straightforward question and
ends with years of silence. In 2021, a Forest Service equipment specialist asked a supplier
whether a finishing product used on fabric had PFAS in it, and a company representative
provided information indicating that one of its finishes contained PFAS applied to repel
hydrocarbons and gasoline.

In April 2022, a senior Forest Service official raised the issue again internally and asked the
guestions that matter in any exposure case: Is it still in the finish, is it hazardous, and do
employees have to be notified? Those are not academic questions. They are the questions
organizations ask when they are weighing responsibility.

Instead of notifying firefighters right away, the emails described in the article show the agency
choosing to wait for more research, including a study on whether PFAS can be absorbed
through the skin. The article also reports that officials agreed not to immediately share PFAS
information when asked by a labor advocacy group, pointing instead toward formal request
channels.

Why Waiting For Data Is Not The Same As Having No Duty To Warn

Studying dermal absorption can be legitimate science. It is a way to quantify how much of a
chemical might move from fabric to skin, and then into the body. It can help shape safety
guidance. It can also guide product design. None of that is the problem.

The problem is using ongoing research as a reason to delay basic disclosure that a chemical is
present. The emails described in the reporting show officials asking whether employees should
have been notified and then choosing to wait for research results. That decision matters
because the real-world purpose of disclosure is not to prove the full medical pathway in real
time. It is to give people a chance to reduce exposure while the science catches up.



In wildland firefighting, “reduce exposure” is not theoretical. Gear is worn repeatedly, often in
heat and sweat. It is stored in vehicles and sleeping areas. It gets handled during cleaning and
gear checks. In many cases, it ends up in homes, garages, or shared living spaces during and
after seasons. The choice to tell people early changes behavior. The choice not to tell people
takes that choice away.

What To Document Now If PFAS In Gear May Be Part Of The Story

Documentation is not about turning firefighters into investigators. It is about preserving the
practical facts that tend to disappear with time. Exposure questions often become harder years
later, especially when gear changes, vendors change, and records are scattered across agencies
and contracts.

The most helpful approach is to build a simple record that connects three things: the gear, the
timeline, and the health picture. A person does not need perfect recall. Photos, labels, and
basic work history can do a lot of heavy lifting later.

Before starting a list, it helps to remember the goal: keep it simple, keep it factual, and keep it
organized in one place so it can be shared if needed.

e Gear Identification and Photos: Photograph tags, labels, brand names, model names,
and any batch or lot information. If the pants or shirts are still in use, take photos now. If
old gear was kept, photograph it too.

e Issue Dates and Procurement Clues: Write down approximate years gear was issued or
purchased, the agency or crew, and any supply catalog references. If an order history
exists through a department or agency portal, preserve it.

e How The Gear Was Worn and Stored: Note whether the gear was worn for weeks at a
time, whether it was worn off-season, and where it was stored. Vehicle storage,
sleeping quarters, and home storage can all matter for understanding contact patterns.

e Cleaning and Handling Practices: Record laundering routines, cleaning products used,
and whether gear was shaken out, brushed, or handled in enclosed spaces. These details
can matter when the discussion includes dust and transfer.

e Maedical Timeline and Work History: Keep a clean timeline with diagnosis dates,
symptom onset, key test dates, and treating providers. Pair that with a basic work
history: years in wildland firefighting, roles, regions, and notable long deployments.

This kind of record does not prove everything by itself. It does something more valuable early
on. It prevents the story from being reshaped later by missing facts.

Why PFAS Treated Finishes Matter For Accountability



PFAS in wildland gear is not just a “product issue.” It is a chain-of-decisions issue. A finish was
selected, applied, sold, and purchased. Questions were asked internally about whether PFAS
were present. The reporting describes internal debate about whether firefighters should have
been told. Each of those steps can matter when accountability is evaluated.

This is also where “short-chain PFAS” language shows up in the reporting, with the note that
some experts consider certain short-chain PFAS less harmful than longer-chain versions, while
also noting persistence and uncertainty about full impacts. In practice, “less harmful” is not the
same as “safe,” and uncertainty is not the same as “no responsibility.” When an organization
learns a potentially hazardous chemical class is present in protective gear, it is reasonable to
expect clear warnings and transparent communication.

Compensation exists in toxic exposure cases for a simple reason: serious illness is expensive and
destabilizing, and the financial burden should not fall on the person who was exposed without
full information or meaningful choice. Medical care, lost income, and long-term family security
are not abstract concepts after a cancer diagnosis. They are the daily reality.

Get Answers From A National Toxic Exposure Legal Team

The reporting is not just a timeline. It is a warning about what happens when agencies and
suppliers learn PFAS may be in protective gear and the people wearing it are left in the dark.
For wildland firefighters and families, the most practical next step is to lock in the facts now,
including gear details, work history, and medical records, before they get harder to find.

If a lung cancer or other serious diagnosis is on the table and PFAS exposure may be part of the
story, it helps to speak with a team that can investigate where exposure happened and who
should be held accountable. The Ferrell Law Group is a national toxic exposure law firm that has

recovered millions for exposed victims and their families.

A free case consultation with a member of the Ferrell Law Group legal team can give clear
answers about eligibility, next steps, and what evidence can be gathered without putting more
weight on the person who is already carrying too much. If you were exposed to PFAS and have
been diagnosed with cancer, contact us today to discuss your options and protect your right to
compensation.


https://ferrell-lawgroup.com/
https://ferrell-lawgroup.com/contact-us/

