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Water additives used to fight bushfires in Queensland 
• Additives are chemicals that are mixed with water to reduce the spread and intensity of 

fire. These solutions are applied to the bushfire and surrounding vegetation and 
property to prevent it from catching fire. 

• Water additives are used worldwide to combat fires and have been used in Queensland 
for many years. The main types of additives used are retardants and foams. Further 
information on the additives used to make fire-fighting formulations is available at QFES 
website (link). 

What are water additives made of? 
• Retardants and foams can be applied on the ground or from an aircraft and are used to 

slow the spread or intensity of a fire. Retardants are essentially fertilisers (ammonium 
and diammonium and ammonium 

• phosphate), with thickeners (guar gum) and anti-corrosion inhibitors (to protect spraying 
equipment). Retardants are mixed with water to form a slurry. Colours such as red oxide 
can be added, so that firefighters can see where the fire retardant has been released. 

• Foams are made of a combination of wetting agents and foaming chemicals (detergents), 
mixed with water. Foams allow water to penetrate surfaces. 

Health effects of bushfire fighting solutions 
• Queensland Health advise the concentrate powders used to form bushfire fighting 

solutions can produce minor irritant effects for workers who are required to handle 
them. As such, workers are required to wear gloves, goggles and dust masks when 
handling the powder. Once mixed into slurry, these health effects do not occur. Fire-
fighting foams used in Queensland are classified as biodegradable or readily 
biodegradable. That means the vast majority of the product will degrade within 28 days. 

• Risk assessments carried out in the United States and in Victoria demonstrated that the 
risk of health effects of firefighting solutions was very low, even to people who are 
accidentally exposed during their application. 

What precautions should I take if I have a water tank and 
live in a fire prone area? 
• Install a first flush diverter or make sure the first part of run-off after rain cannot go into 

your tank. This will prevent any water run-off from your roof containing bushfire fighting 
solutions from entering your tank. It will also prevent ash and other contaminants from 
entering your drinking water. 
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• When there is a possibility of bushfire fighting being conducted where you live, 
disconnect your water tank from the roof plumbing to prevent contaminated water from 
entering the tank. 

• If the firefighting solution does enter your tank the water will not be suitable as drinking 
water for humans or animals (pets or livestock). The presence of ammonia and sulphate 
in the water will make it smell terrible and taste salty. 

• The water can still be used for irrigation and fire-fighting purposes. 

Tips on cleaning up firefighting solution residue 
• If firefighting solutions or firefighting foam residue is present on your ho use and/or 

cars, use a mild detergent with water and brushes to scrub and dilute the dried residue 
and flush it from the surfaces. Rinse with clean water. Gloves and non-slip shoes should 
be worn as it may be slippery. 

• If no asbestos is present, a follow-up with pressure washing may help, but should not 
replace scrubbing to remove the residue. 

Further Information 
• Call 13 HEALTH (13 43 25 84) at any time. 

• Contact 13 QGOV (13 74 68) for your nearest Public Health Unit. 
• For more information on firefighting foams and water additives visit 

https://www.qfes.qld.gov.au/ 
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