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Fired up
Complexity, but not frequency, rises in scrapyard fires as worker and 
environmental safety drives operators to best practices and new technologies.

BY GREGORY DL MORRIS
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S
Scrapyard fires tend to make tall, dark columns 
of smoke. Tall, dark columns of smoke tend to 
attract attention, especially from news pho-
tographers and helicopters. So, under the law 
of unintended consequences, scrapyard fires 
tend to get a lot of attention, arguably more 
than they deserve, given that they are rarely 
large, or endanger lives and property beyond 
the fence line. 

That extra attention is manifest in news 
footage and still images that linger online, giv-
ing the impression that fire and other worker 
and environmental hazards are growing at 
scrapyards around the country. Industry of-
ficials say the opposite is the case, that con-
solidation has led to fewer, better-capitalized 
facilities able to train for and respond to emer-
gencies on site. The range of operators in the 
industry still varies from dirt-floor, mom-and-
pop junkyards to sophisticated, high-tech large 
operations owned by major steel firms and re-
cycling specialists.

The irony of a higher-perceived frequency 
of fire is that other threats to worker safety 
and environmental protection are reported to 
be diminishing. That is due in large part to in-
creased efforts by municipalities and retailers 
to take back potentially hazardous materials 
such as batteries before they enter the general 
materials waste and recycling stream.

Still, fire does not discriminate. In an infor-
mal survey of scrapyard fires reported by local 
newspapers and television stations through the 
late spring and early summer, it is easy to see 
the variation as they struck large and small, 
simple and complex, all over the country. 
Similarities also abound: few if any injuries, 
no danger outside the facility and many hours 
of overhaul for firefighters. Even so, rekindling 
or repeat fires remain a constant challenge, as 
do toxic fumes.

Such was the case at American Iron & Metal 
in Pueblo, Colo. The yard suffered a fire June 
8, according to national and local news servic-
es, the second in two months. The June inci-
dent occurred in a large pile of combustible re-
cycling, including shredded automobile seats 

and dashboards that are salvaged in advance 
of crushing. Because of the rubber and plas-
tic burning, the Pueblo City-County Health 
Department issued an advisory for the neigh-
borhood, and recommended that residents 
shut ventilation and cooling systems and close 
windows and doors. Those with lung and re-
spiratory issues were urged to leave.

Others were not so ominous, but were liter-
ally coast to coast. On July 24 local news sta-
tion WWAY reported a fire at Southern Metals 
Recylicng Inc. in Wilmington, N.C.; the day be-
fore the City News Service in San Diego report-
ed a fire at Sims Metal Management. “The fire 
was knocked down in a little 
over 20 minutes, but crews 
remained on scene for (two 
hours) for extensive over-
haul,” a fire dispatcher said. 
On July 5 local station KING 
reported a fire at a Schnitzer 
Steel Industries Inc. loca-
tion in Tacoma, Wash., not-
ing, “firefighters had to pull 
apart the pile to reach the core of the fire.” 
Additionally, TWC News reported a fire at 
Upstate Shredding LLC in Rochester, N.Y., 
June 22, and local station WISN reported a fire 
at Waukesha Iron & Metal Inc. in Waukesha, 
Wis., on April 29.

“In my experience fire has plagued scrap 
and recycling facilities for a very long time,” 
Joe Bateman, one of two safety outreach di-
rectors for the Institute of Scrap Recycling 
Industries, said. He and his colleague, Tony 

Smith, both have extensive industry experi-
ence. Bateman was most recently with PSC 
Metals Inc., Smith with OmniSource Corp.

“What seems to be happening with scrap-
yard fires recently is that they are being re-
ported in the news more quickly and easily,“ 
Bateman said. “I don’t think that they have in-
creased in number.”

Fire needs three things to kindle, the so-
called fire triangle: heat, oxygen and fuel. 
Those come together, Bateman explained, in 
many places in the scrapyard. “One common 
cause in the shredder is friction. A small piece 
of something can lie in the track turning and 

turning and getting hotter, until it is finally dis-
charged into a pile of fluff or shredder residue. 
Even then it often does not flare immediately. 
It seems that it smolders until 2 a.m. and then 
flames.”

Scrap operators are doing a better job all 
the time of sorting and even rejecting unsuit-
able materials during the intake process, but 
the risks are inherent in the business. “We 
are at the mercy of what comes in the gate,” 
Bateman said. “If a battery is left in a crushed 

‘What seems to be happening With 
scrapyard fires recently is that 
they are being reported in the 
neWs more quickly and easily.’  
— Joe Bateman, ISRI
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car, it can short and spark or heat. Lithium-ion 
batteries can also get hot. Our operators are 
seeing a lot more cordless power tools. They 
can sit and get hot.”

Anyone who doubts the insulating powers 
of large piles of material should note recent 
stories that the mountains of snow piled high 
in Boston during the brutal winter there have 
not yet fully melted, despite another torrid 
summer.

Given the inherent risks in scrap and re-
cycling operations, ISRI has a task force of 
about half a dozen operators and safety ex-
perts developing guidelines for best manage-
ment practices in preventing and mitigating 
shredder fires. The guidelines are expected 
to be released at the next meeting, Oct. 20 in 
Indianapolis.

While that effort continues, there is nearly 
constant work in the field. “Joe and I are on 
the road 40 to 45 weeks a year, each,” Smith 
said. “We give classes and workshops, and also 
what we call ‘blueprints,’ which are like safety 
audits of a site, but no one likes the word ‘au-
dit.’ The best news is what we are seeing when 
we walk in the door at most operations.”

By that he means signs. “Most of our op-
erators are up on their game. They have very 
clear signs about what they don’t accept. For 
a business that depends on getting things in, 
they are getting much better at keeping things 
out. Some places have inspectors of inbound 
loads, to look over what comes over the scale. 
We are also upping the game by teaching oper-
ators to inspect material at every stage: before 
it goes into the shredder, 
baler, or shear; and after.”

Smith lauds the opera-
tors that have spotters or 
inspectors checking in-
flows and outflows from 
every operation. “They 
are checking metals, fluff 
and grit for excess heat. 
They are also checking 
housekeeping, around 
the yard, and especially 
in the maintenance shop. 
We encourage all of that. It can really alleviate 
a lot of problems.”

It can also be an unlikely in some cases, 
Bateman acknowledged. “Having inspectors at 
every stage of the process is ideal, but given 
the economic realities in our industry these 
days, it may not be possible. Times are lean, 
and money is tight. Through attrition work-
forces have declined. Those workers who 
could be inspectors or monitors have in some 
cases been laid off or assigned to other duties.” 

However, the risks of fire, hazard to workers 
and neighbors, the damage to the facility and 
inventory, as well as business interruption and 
negative exposure, make it a viable business 
decision to retain monitors, or at least assign 
those duties as part of normal operations.

“We also recommend a strong and continu-
ing relationship with the fire department,” 

Smith said. By that he 
does not mean just the 
fire marshal or fire inspec-
tor, but the local engine 
and ladder companies. 
“Have them come to your 
operation, meet your 
people and walk your fa-
cility,” Smith added. “That 
will help them know their 
way around if there ever 
is an emergency. It will 

also help them to know 
your people and their capabilities. Having that 
relationship is a huge help when it comes to an 
emergency response.”

That assertion is borne out strongly in read-
ing through news reports about scrapyard 
fires. In some cases the stories indicate that 
operators helped move material away from the 
fire even as firefighters were dousing the blaze 
or helped with overhaul. In stark contrast, 
there are other reports that say fire or police 
authorities threw a cordon around the site, and 

not even staff were allowed in until after over-
haul was complete.

Local laws for incident command are very 
specific in each jurisdiction, and incident 
commanders have complete responsibility for 
emergency responders, site workers, and oth-
ers. In most cases the incident command is the 
fire chief or deputy, but in some cases may be 
the sheriff or deputy. In any case, the incident 
commander has discretion whom to let how 
close to an active emergency or one that is be-
ing wound down.

The scrapyard operator is de facto incident 
command from the first puff of smoke or curl 
of flame until the first engine rolls up. “We 
just gave a presentation on how and when and 
whether to fight a fire and when to report the 
fire, fight or flight,” Bateman said. “We definite-
ly want every operator faced with an emergen-
cy to call the experts sooner rather than later.”

He noted that, “it is far easier to turn the fire 
apparatus around if they are not really needed, 
than it is to fight a fire for a while and then 
call the fire department 10 or 20 minutes later 
when it is a big fire.”

Smith added, “Scrap operators are not trained 
to fight fires. We teach people that we really 
don’t want operator personnel comfortable 
fighting fires. Leave that to the professionals.”

Bateman reiterated a point by Smith: “Show 
the fire department your layout, and especial-
ly tell them if there are any potentially hazard-
ous materials. We see some titanium, but not 
as much polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) as 
we used to. There are still mercury switches in 
older cars, but we really don’t get as much haz 
mat as we used to.”

The greater risks are undischarged airbags 
and perforation guns for hydraulic fracturing 
in oil drilling. “We have some members that 
do a good job of handling those types of things, 
but for other members they are an anomaly.” 
ISRI also has a task force making recommen-
dations for airbags, perf guns and unexploded 
ordnance. “Look at the Takata (Corp.) airbag re-
call,” Smith said. “There are millions of airbags 
being replaced. Where do you think they are all 
going? A lot of them will end up in scrapyards.”

If some forms of technology are increasing 
the hazards in the scrapyard, other forms are 
helping to mitigate those hazards, notably in-
frared detectors to find hot spots. Some new 
equipment combines detection with fire fight-
ing capabilities. One is Fire Rover, a self-con-
tained unit within a 20-foot box container.

There is a detector on a tall pole, along with 
a video camera and a nozzle. The tank contains 
1,000 gallons of concentrate that makes 20,000 
gallons of gel foam for fighting fires. When the 

‘metals fires groW 
exponentially. any 
time things are 
moved around, 
the more there is a 
risk.’
— Lindsey Scharg, Watchdog 
Security

Gena Gustin, consultant for WaterTectonics.
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times berms will suffice. Required storm-water 
treatment is always a consideration in the up-
grade or acquisition of a site.”

Electrocoagulation can reduce heavy met-
als by 99 percent, Gustin noted, including cad-

mium and chromium. It 
is also effective on PCBs, 
but not on dissolved bo-
ron; that can be treated 
elsewhere in the process. 
Gustin said that regula-
tions are not only differ-
ent in different jurisdic-
tions, but that they are 
evolving within those 
locales.

The key, she said, 
is sampling, not just 
before installing a sys-
tem, but continuously. 

WaterTectonics does analy-
sis treatability studies and the electrocoagula-
tion system has real-time water-quality moni-
toring. “Some of this may be new to scrap 
operators. Storm water is complex; it’s not just 
muddy water. Some operators may not have an 
internal environmental department. They are 
focused on buying and selling scrap.”

detector finds a hot spot, it alerts and operator 
and activates the camera. The operator then 
uses the video to direct the foam stream on the 
fire, up to 200 feet away from the unit.

“Metals fires grow exponentially,” according 
to Lindsey Scharg, head of business develop-
ment for Southfield, Mich.-based Watchdog 
Security, makers of the Fire Rover. She ex-
plains that with consolidation and specializa-
tion in the industry, there is more sorting, 
more handling and more transfer. “Any time 
things are moved around, the more there is 
a risk. We hear about two fires a week in the 
summertime at transfer stations.”

Scharg said that remote units can be placed 
to monitor high-risk areas, such as discharges 
or piles of fluff. “Piles of metal are just as flam-
mable as are piles of residue,” she said. Indoors 
it is even more urgent to spot and attack fires 
before smoke and gases accumulate. Scharg ex-
plained that while sprinklers are mandated in 
most facilities, monitors closer to equipment  
can be faster in response and effectiveness.

While scrap operators contend with earth, 
air and fire, the one seemingly benign ele-
ment, water, can also vex them. In most juris-
dictions, industrial operators of all kinds are 
responsible for any possible contamination of 

their storm-water discharge. The same would 
be true of water runoff from a fire. 

“Some large sites have multiple outfalls,” 
according to Gena Gustin, southeast indus-
trial consultant for WaterTectonics, with head-
quarters in Everett, Wash. 
“Once we look at histori-
cal sampling data, there 
may be only a few hot 
spots that need treatment 
for dissolved metals, oils 
and greases, or particu-
lates.” WaterTectonics 
is one of several firms 
providing on-site storm-
water treatment. The 
process used by the firm 
is electrocoagulation, 
which causes flocculation 
in contaminants, enabling 
them to be filtered. It is 
one of several competing technologies, but 
one that Gustin said is well suited to scrapyard 
environmental protection.

“The big challenge for scrap operators can 
be to collect, store and convey storm water,” 
Gustin said. “Guiding storm water can be a 
matter of pouring concrete pads, but some-

‘required 
storm-Water 
treatment 
is alWays a 
consideration in 
the upgrade or 
acquisition of a 
site.’
— Gena Gustin, consultant, 
WaterTectonics
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