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“You are constantly exposed. It is not once. It is five times a
day. Each time you go to work, that compounding factor 
presents itself.” — WATERBURY FIRE LT. JONATHAN SCHULTZ, PRESIDENT OF THE IAFF LOCAL 1339

“Right now, somewhere in this country, the next generation of
turnout gear is being developed and it is 100% PFAS free.”
— PETER BROWN, PRESIDENT OF THE UNIFORMED PROFESSIONAL FIRE FIGHTERS ASSOCIATION OF CONNECTICUT
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Turnout gear, which protects fire-
fighters who must work in excessive
smoke and heat, must meet a Na-
tional Fire Protection Agency stan-
dard that requires it to pass an
ultraviolet light degradation test,
which requires the gear to be ex-
posed to UV light for 40 hours with-
out degradation. 

The International Association of
Firefighters says turnout gear made
with a class of chemicals known as
PFAS is the only gear that can pass
that test. PFAS include known car-
cinogens and have been linked to
higher-than-normal cancer rates
among firefighters.

The UV light test “was included in
the standard because, in 1999, a
manufacturer of material used as a
moisture barrier in firefighter gear
informed the fire service that their
material was experiencing degrada-
tion in the field under certain condi-
tions,” according to information on
the fire protection agency’s website.

“The inclusion of the UV light
degradation test as a means to en-
sure the integrity of the moisture
barrier was in direct response to
this safety concern for tactical fire-
fighting and emergency response,”
according to the questions answered
on the agency’s “frequently asked
questions.” The agency referred
The Sunday Republican to its site
regarding questions specific to the
UV light test. 

When asked, the agency did not
respond to questions about how they
came up with the UV standard and
why it has been considered a valid
test. 

In March 2023, the IAFF filed a
lawsuit against the NFPA “for its
role in imposing a testing standard
that effectively requires the use of
PFAS in firefighter protective gear.” 

“The very gear designed to pro-
tect firefighters, to keep us safe, is
killing us,” said IAFF General Presi-
dent Edward Kelly in a statement.
“Standard 1971 needlessly requires
using PFAS in firefighter gear.” 

The NFPA describes itself as a
self-funded nonprofit dedicated to
the elimination of global loss from
fire, electrical, and related hazards,
develops codes and standards by
subject matter experts from around
the world and serves as the leading
resource on fire, electrical, and life
safety guidelines and requirements.

Susan McKelvey, spokeswoman
for the NFPA, said that the NFPA
doesn’t create or dictate the provi-
sions of any standard. She said that
the job is given to technical commit-
tees, which are made up entirely of
expert volunteers representing
groups like consumers, government,
industry, and labor, including many
representatives from the firefight-
ing community.

Neil McMillan, director of science
and research at the International
Association of Firefighters, dis-
agreed.

“They are the ones that mandate
the process,” he said. “They have
complete control over the process
for developing standards including
who is appointed to the technical
committees.”

The UV test was never broadly
about safety, he said.

“The test and the results of it were
not based on any evidence that fire-
fighters would be safer,” he said.
“There is insufficient evidence show-
ing that UV light contributed to the
failure of that one brand of moisture
barrier. All it did was make sure there
was one product that was hazardous
being used on our bunker gear.”

McKelvey said that “the particu-
lar standard in question, which
deals with firefighter turnout gear,
doesn’t specify or require the use of
any particular materials, chemicals
or treatments for that gear. It does
require a moisture barrier and asso-
ciated tests to ensure the gear will
protect the wearer.” 

The NFPA did not answer a ques-
tion about whether it would agree to
publish a standard that includes the
prohibition against known carcino-
gens in any apparel.

However, the agency did say
there are currently several pro-
posed changes to the test require-
ments for the next edition of the
standard, including eliminating the
light test. Another proposed change
by the IAFF is an inclusive defini-
tion of PFAS on a list of restricted
substances.

McKelvey said this would be de-
bated at the NFPA’s June meeting.

Turnout 
gear test 
subject
of lawsuit 

PFAS are used to make stain, water,
and oil-resistant coatings in many
products. Several scientists have said
there is a strong correlation between
PFAS exposure and cancer and chronic
diseases. For example, the Internation-
al Agency for Research on Cancer has
classified one PFAS chemical (perfluo-
rooctanoic acid or “PFOA”) as a known
human carcinogen.

While there are no exact numbers
available concerning those with cancer
in the fire service in Waterbury be-
cause, due to HIPAA, there is no readi-
ly available data collected, there are at
least four confirmed cases among city
firefighters. Joe Bogdanski, Capt.
Ronald Maia and Michael Shea were
diagnosed with cancer last year. A
fourth firefighter has been more re-
cently diagnosed, but he declined to
speak publicly.

Nationally, cancer is the No. 1 issue
in the fire service, said Neil McMillan,
director of science and research at the
International Association of Firefight-
ers. He said 75% of all line-of-duty
deaths are attributable to cancer.

“Many of these cancers are associat-
ed with PFAS,” said McMillan. “It is
not a coincidence that this is the case
again and again. We have to put the
gear on for 24 to 48 hours and are not
allowed to have that choice. I am forced
to put on a known carcinogen every
time I go to work.” 

Courtney Carignan, an exposure sci-
entist and environmental epidemiologist
at Michigan State University who has
studied PFAS for 10 years, said in an
email that it’s likely that “PFASs are
contributing to higher rates of cancer in
the fire service since we know that some
are carcinogens and because firefighters
often have higher exposures to PFASs
compared to the general population.”

The presence of PFAS was found in
firefighter gear after Diane Cotter, wife
of Worcester, Mass., firefighter Paul
Cotter, began looking for answers to

why her husband was sick with cancer,
McMillan said.

“This topic was not being discussed
until Diane brought it to our attention,”
McMillan said. “She served as a light-
ning rod.” 

Cotter sent the gear to Graham
Peaslee, professor of physics at the
University of Notre Dame, to test it.

Test results showed the highest lev-
els of PFAS they have ever seen in a
textile, Peaslee told The Sunday Re-
publican. Despite repeated attempts,
Cotter could not be reached for com-
ment.

Peaslee has studied the effects of
PFAS on the body.

“It doesn’t just cause hypertension,
thyroid disease, and cancer,” he said of
the research. “It also possibly affects
the immune system and lasts in our

blood for years.” 
Jamie DeWitt, a professor in environ-

mental and molecular toxicology at Ore-
gon State University who has been
studying PFAS since 2005, said a corre-
lation exists between PFAS and several
types of cancer, with the strongest evi-
dence with kidney and testicular cancer.

DeWitt said PFAS exposure has been
linked to thyroid damage and alter-
ations in levels of thyroid hormones,
which could create a situation where
damaged cells in the thyroid become
cancerous.

PFAS have been detected in many dif-
ferent substances, including drinking
water sources, produce, meat, other
foods, solar panels, electronics, textiles,
cookware, personal care products, and
cosmetics. “They have been found in the
blood of most people and the umbilical
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Firefighter Mike Shea, left, and Capt. Ron Maia, both diagnosed with cancer, work at Northside firehouse in Waterbury.

Joe Bogdanski checks some firefighting gear at Engine 4 in Waterbury. 
Bogdanski is back at work after being treated for an aggressive thyroid cancer.
He is now in remission.
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The concern for firefighters is how
much of the PFAS gear they need to
wear and for how long, over the course
of their careers.

City Assistant Fire Chief Javier Lopez
said because there is no current alterna-
tive to the gear, it leaves the department
with its hands tied. 

“It is frustrating as, on one hand, sci-
entists say there could be a link between
PFAS and cancer,” he said. “We want to
keep our guys as safe as possible. There
is no other alternative now. While work-
ing in a thermal environment, the gear
still provides the best protection.” 

The department has established pro-
tocols to wash the gear after every fire

incident and to have a change of gear
readily available. 

Lopez said washing the gear helps be-
cause it removes contaminants. 

“We have been progressive in the fact

that we have not allowed firefighters to
bring turnout gear into the living quar-
ters of fire stations for the last 20 years,”
Lopez said. 

In September, the department re-
ceived $274,000 in federal funding for
personal protective clothing for fire-
fighters on emergency medical calls.
Lopez said they are looking into a PFAS-
free alternative, they hope this will limit
the time firefighters must wear gear
with toxins. 

Peter Brown, president of the Uni-
formed Professional Fire Fighters Asso-
ciation of Connecticut, provided a ray of
hope.

“Right now, somewhere in this coun-
try, the next generation of turnout gear
is being developed and it is 100% PFAS
free,” he said. 

IT’S A CATCH-22 FOR FIRE DEPARTMENTS 
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Waterbury Assistant Fire Chief
Javier Lopez


