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Turnout gear dryers: What to 
know before buying 

Properly cleaned and dried turnout gear is safer and 
will last longer; here's what to look for when shopping 
for a dryer 

Wearing dirty turnout gear is no longer cool or macho or a sign of competency (if it ever 
was). No, wearing contaminated turnout gear exposes you to a higher risk of developing 

certain types of cancer than other workers. 

In 2006, researchers at the University of Cincinnati found that firefighters are twice more 
likely to develop testicular cancer and have significantly higher rates of non-Hodgkin's 

lymphoma and prostate cancer than non-firefighters. Their findings, which were published 
in the November 2006 edition of the Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine. 

A team of doctors analyzed information on 110,000 firefighters — most of them full-time, 
white males — from 32 previously published scientific studies. They found that firefighters 

are twice as likely to develop testicular cancer and have significantly higher rates of non-
Hodgkin's lymphoma and prostate cancer than non-firefighters. The researchers also 
confirmed previous findings that firefighters are at greater risk for multiple myeloma. 

What can you do to reduce the risk? Clean up your turnout gear after every firefighting 
operation. The sooner you remove the visible contaminants, like soot, and the invisible 
chemicals and compounds, like benzene, from your gear the sooner you'll have 

significantly reduced your exposure. 

Clean is good and dry is better 

Washing is good, but so is getting your gear dry and ready for service as quickly as 
possible. For many years we relied on hanging our gear anyplace we could find inside or 

outside the station so that it could air dry. Many of us remember having to don wet or 
damp gear for the next response.  
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In recent years we've learned that exposure to sunlight causes degradation of the aramid 
fibers used in the fabric for today's turnout gear. There are also a few other reasons for 

getting washed gear dry as quickly as possible including: 

 Wearing wet gear is dangerous because it can cause steam burns. 
 Storing wet or moist turnout gear promotes growth of mildew and bacteria, which 

can lead to health concerns and weaken gear. 
 Drying wet gear properly will help extend the life of the gear. 

These points are also suitable justification for use in preparing grant applications to 
purchase turnout gear laundry equipment along with these points from NFPA: NFPA 

recommends fire departments dry gear using forced ambient air; and NFPA recommends 
that departments avoid using a mechanical style tumble dryer. 

Drying options 

When looking at your dryer options, ensure that the dryer meets or exceeds the 
requirement of NFPA 1851: Standard on Selection, Care, and Maintenance of Structural 
Fire Fighting Protective Ensembles. Those requirements are: 

 The system uses forced air ventilation. 
 There is no mechanical action, such as tumbling, that can damage gear. 
 The system operates with or without heated air. 
 Heated air does not reach gear-degrading temperatures. 

 There is built-in heater cutoff protection, or a shut-off timer. 
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