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Burning Wastes 
› Overview Of Burning Wastes 
> What Health Risks Are Associated With Burning? 
> How To Break The Smoke Connections 
> Breaking The Smoke - Eating Connection. 
> Breaking The Smoke-Water Connection. 
> Making Decisions, Changing The Connections 
> Overview Of State Regulations For Burning Wastes 
>Wastes That Should NOT Be Burned 
› Burning Tips for Open Dump Fires 
 
 
 

 
› Using Burnboxes 
› Using Incinerators 
› Using Burncages (coming soon!) 
› More Burning links 

 

Overview of Burning Wastes 

Burning solid waste can be an effective way to reduce the volume of waste going 
into a dump or landfill, and a relatively low-cost option to manage the dump.   

By reducing volume, Villages with poorly located dumps can stop the dump 
edge from expanding right into town, subsistence areas, or drinking water 
sources.  A dump adjacent to town has very serious health risks due to risks 
of disease transmission, contaminated air, fire, and injuries.  It presents 
residents with a poor quality of life.  A dump in a subsistence area can 

contaminate plants and animals that live there.    It can taint our way of life.  Even if the 
contamination is not high outside the dump, people might stop their subsistence because they 
are concerned.   

For Villages without heavy equipment, burning can provide a way of managing the dump so that a 
clear access is maintained.  Safe and easy access is important so that residents use the dump, instead 
of using other practices like in-town garage storage/litter, river dumping, and barrel burning.   

For Villages that can locate their burnboxes downwind and separate from their Villages, and can 
educate people to keep away from the burnbox smoke, burning might be a good decision for the 
intermediate future.  

But burning garbage can be associated with its own 

It creates toxic smoke.  Uncontained burning is also a serious fire risk.  So burning is a decision where 
the advantages to your community must be weighed against the disadvantages.  In our experience, 
some Villages burn when they don’t need to, and their community, especially elders and kids, are 
placed at risk.  On the other hand, many Villages are in a situation where their best short-term option 
is to burn.   
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Like all waste planning, we recommend considering hard all of the options to see where your Village fits.  
Study the types of problems you will have with burning, and the types of problems you will have if you 
do not burn.  Sometimes, the total health risks your Village might face if you don’t burn are 
greater than if you burn wisely.    

Everything is connected.  There may be other issues for your Village to 
consider that are just as important as physical health to your community 
well-being.  For example, we know there are Villages that don’t have enough 
land for housing.  The dump takes up too much room.  Without their own 
homes, people might feel they must move to the City.  Another example is 
subsistence.  There is no price for people stopping their subsistence, 
because they are afraid of the dump pollution.   

These are very difficult decisions.  This handout is one piece of information when your community 
makes its burning decisions.  If you decide that your Village should burn the wastes – at least for now– 
there are many steps that can reduce the health risks.  

 
What Health Risks Are Associated With Garbage Burning? 
There have not been any detailed studies on Alaska burnbox or Village open dump smoke yet.  But very 
high breathing of smoke particulates has been shown to be connected with… 

o Increased deaths 
o Cancer  
o Hospitalization  
o Functional limitation,  
o Physiological impairment (like breathing problems).  

GGaarrbbaaggee  iiss  ggaarrbbaaggee..    FFoorr  hheeaalltthh  pprroobblleemmss,,  iitt  ddooeessnn’’tt  mmaatttteerr  wwhheerree  yyoouu  bbuurrnn  iitt..    IItt  oonnllyy  mmaatttteerrss  wwhheetthheerr  
aa  ““ccoonnnneeccttiioonn””  ttoo  tthhee  ssmmookkee  iiss  mmaaddee..    AArree  ppeeooppllee  ccoommiinngg  iinn  ccoonnttaacctt  wwiitthh  tthhee  ssmmookkee??    AArree  tthheeyy  
bbeeiinngg  eexxppoosseedd??     

So home barrel burning can be very dangerous because the smoke is close and in-town.  In our 
scientific study in four Villages, we found that people who burned garbage 2 times each week 
suffered faintness 17 times more, and nausea 10 times more, than people who didn’t burn their 
garbage.   People who burned only every couple of weeks cut those risks in half. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                        aass  ssoooonn  aass  ppoossssiibbllee  iiff::  
  RReessiiddeennttss  ssmmeellll  dduummpp  ssmmookkee  iinn--ttoowwnn  eevveerryy  ddaayy..  
  
  PPeeooppllee  bbuurrnn  uunnsseeppaarraatteedd  ggaarrbbaaggee  iinn--ttoowwnn  iinn  tthheeiirr  hhoommee    
          bbaarrrreellss  ((wwiitthh  hhoommeess  nneexxtt  ddoooorr  ttoo  eeaacchh  ootthheerr))..  
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BBootthh  ooff  tthheessee  ssiittuuaattiioonnss  mmeeaann  tthhaatt  tthhee  ccoonnnneeccttiioonn  ttoo  ssmmookkee  iiss  tthheerree  ffoorr    
eevveerryyoonnee,,  aallll  tthhee  ttiimmee..  WWhheenn  tthhee  ccoonnnneeccttiioonn  iiss  lloonnggeerr,,  mmoorree  rreegguullaarr,,  
aanndd  cclloosseerr,,  tthhee  bbaadd  eeffffeeccttss  aarree  mmoorree  lliikkeellyy  ttoo  hhaappppeenn,,  aanndd  tthhee  ssiizzee  ooff  tthhee  
eeffffeecctt  ccaann  bbee  wwoorrssee..  
  
IIff  wwee  ccaann’’tt  ssttoopp  bbuurrnniinngg,,  wwee  ccaann  
  
  
  
  
  

♦♦  BBrreeaatthhiinngg  iitt  

♦♦  AAbbssoorrbbiinngg  cchheemmiiccaallss  tthhrroouugghh  sskkiinn  

♦♦  EEaattiinngg  iitt  ((bbyy  eeaattiinngg  sseettttlleedd  aasshh  oonn  hhaannggiinngg  ffiisshh,,  oorr  cchhiillddrreenn  iinnggeessttiinngg  ddiirrtt,,  eettcc..))  

♦♦  DDrriinnkkiinngg  iitt  ((bbyy  ddrriinnkkiinngg  sseettttlleedd  aasshh//ssmmookkee  iinn  wwaatteerr))  
  

  
IIff  tthheessee  ccoonnnneeccttiioonnss  ddoonn’’tt  hhaappppeenn,,  yyoouurr  ccoommmmuunniittyy  wwoonn’’tt  ssuuffffeerr  

tthhee  hheeaalltthh  eeffffeeccttss..  
  
  
HHooww  TToo  BBrreeaakk  TThhee  SSmmookkee  CCoonnnneeccttiioonnss  
  
SSttuuddyy  yyoouurr  ccoommmmuunniittyy  ccaarreeffuullllyy,,  aanndd  ddeecciiddee  wwhhaatt  ccoommmmuunniittyy  pprraaccttiicceess  wwiillll  lleeaadd  ttoo::  
  

  TThhee  lloowweesstt  nnuummbbeerr  ooff  nnoosseess,,  hhaannddss,,  aanndd  mmoouutthhss  ccoonnnneeccttiinngg  ttoo  
tthhee  ssmmookkee  aanndd  aasshh,,  aanndd  

  
  
  TThhee  ssmmookkee  ooccccuurrrriinngg  ffoorr  tthhee  sshhoorrtteesstt  ppeerriioodd  ooff  ttiimmee..  
  
  
  TThhee  ssmmaalllleesstt  aammoouunntt  ooff  cchheemmiiccaallss  iinn  tthhee  ssmmookkee..  
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Styrofoam 

EEaacchh  ooff  TThheessee  AAccttiioonnss  RReedduucceess  tthhee  SSmmookkee  CCoonnnneeccttiioonnss::  
  
KKeeeepp  tthhee  bbuurrnniinngg  oouutt  ooff  tthhee  VViillllaaggee..    DDoonn’’tt  aallllooww  ((oorr  lliimmiitt))  iinn--ttoowwnn  
bbuurrnniinngg..  

  

KKeeeepp  bbuurrnn  hhoouurrss  aatt  tthhee  dduummpp  wwhheenn  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  wwoonn’’tt  
ccoommee..      

  

CCoonnssiiddeerr  bbuurrnniinngg  dduurriinngg  llooww--aaccttiivviittyy  hhoouurrss  wwhheenn  cchhiillddrreenn  aarree  nnoott  
ppllaayyiinngg  oouuttssiiddee,,  ssuucchh  aass  nniigghhtt..  
  
  

BBuurrnn  ddoowwnnwwiinndd  ooff  tthhee  VViillllaaggee  aallwwaayyss..  
  

  
IInnsstteeaadd  ooff  ooppeenn  bbuurrnniinngg,,  UUssee  aa  ggoooodd  bbuurrnnbbooxx  ttoo  qquuiicckk--bbuurrnn..    
TThhiiss  mmaakkeess  tthhee  ccoonnnneeccttiioonn  sshhoorrtteerr,,  wwiitthh  lleessss  cchheemmiiccaallss..    IIff  iinn--ttoowwnn  
bbuurrnn  bbaarrrreellss  mmuusstt  bbee  uusseedd  ffoorr  nnooww,,  hheellpp  tthheeiirr  oowwnneerrss  ttoo  rreettrrooffiitt  tthheemm  
ttoo  bbuurrnn  wweellll..    FFoorr  ggoooodd  ddeessiiggnnss,,  sseeee  ““bbuurrnnbbooxxeess””  aanndd  ““bbuurrnn  bbaarrrreellss””  iinn  
tthhee  SSWWAANN  IInnddeexx  aatt  hhttttpp::////wwwwww..cccctthhiittaa--sswwaann..oorrgg//mmaaiinn//aa--zz..ccffmm      
  
  
  MMoovvee  tthhee  bbuurrnnbbooxx  ffuurrtthheerr  aawwaayy..    TThhiiss  wwiillll  ddiilluuttee  tthhee  ssmmookkee  bbyy  
tthhee  ttiimmee  iitt  rreeaacchheess  ppeeooppllee’’ss  nnoosseess..  

  
SSeeppaarraattee  oouutt  hhaazzaarrddoouuss  wwaasstteess,,  SSttyyrrooffooaamm,,  aanndd  bbuullkk  ppllaassttiiccss..    
RReemmeemmbbeerr  eevveerryy  wwaassttee  sseeppaarraatteedd  iiss  lleessss  cchheemmiiccaallss  ttoo  tthhee  eennvviirroonnmmeenntt..  PPllaassttiicc  
wwrraappppiinngg  aanndd  bbaaggss  aarree  aallmmoosstt  iimmppoossssiibbllee  ttoo  sseeppaarraattee  wwiitthhoouutt  aa  lloott  ooff  eeffffoorrtt  ––  ssoo  
wwoorrkk  oonn  rreedduucciinngg  tthheeiirr  uussee..  
  

  
  
MMaakkee  lleessss  ssmmookkee  ccoonnttaacctt  wwiitthh  sskkiinn    WWeeaarr  lloonngg  sslleeeevveess  aanndd  ppaannttss  iiff  tthheerree  
iiss  aa  cchhaannccee  yyoouu  wwiillll  bbee  eexxppoosseedd  ttoo  ssmmookkee..    WWeeaarriinngg  pprrootteeccttiivvee  ccllootthhiinngg  wwhheenn  
oouutt  aatt  tthhee  dduummpp  iiss  aallwwaayyss  aa  ggoooodd  iiddeeaa  aannyywwaayy..  
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Breaking the Smoke - Eating Connection. 
  
TThhee  ggooaall  hheerree  iiss  ttoo  ssttoopp  tthhee  sseettttlleemmeenntt  ooff  aasshh  aanndd  ssmmookkee  oonnttoo  
ddrryyiinngg  ffoooodd,,  bbeerrrriieess,,  aanndd  mmeeddiicciinnaall  ppllaannttss..    
    
  CChheecckk  iinn  ttoowwnn  ffoorr  eeaacchh  ppllaaccee  wwhheerree  tthhee  bbaarrrreell  bbuurrnniinngg  iiss  ––  ccaann  yyoouu  rreellooccaattee  tthheessee  

bbaarrrreellss  ssoommeewwhheerree  eellssee??      
  
  WWhheerree  aarree  tthhee  hhaannggiinngg  rraacckkss  ffoorr  ffooooddss??    CCaann  tthheeyy  bbee  llooccaatteedd  ffoorr  lleessss  

ssmmookkee  ffrroomm  tthhee  dduummpp  oorr  ttoowwnn  bbaarrrreellss??  
  
  TThhiinnkk  aabboouutt  hhooww  aasshh  ccaann  sseettttllee  aanndd  hhooww  ssmmookkee  ttrraavveellss..    IIff  yyoouu  bblloocckk  

tthhee  wwiinndd,,  aasshh  wwiillll  sseettttllee  tthheerree..    AArree  tthheerree  rraacckkss  tthhaatt  ccaann  bbee  sshheelltteerreedd  
ffrroomm  ssmmookkee  aanndd  aasshh  wwiitthh  ttaarrppss??    WWiillll  llooccaattiinngg  tthheemm  oonn  tthhee  ootthheerr  ssiiddee  ooff  
tthhee  hhoommee  hheellpp??      

  
  WWhheerree  iiss  tthhee  dduummpp  ssmmeellll  lleessss  nnoottiicceeaabbllee  iinn  ttoowwnn??    TThhaatt  mmiigghhtt  bbee  aa  ggoooodd  ppllaaccee  ffoorr  

ddrryyiinngg  ffooooddss..      
  
 CCaann  tthhee  bbuurrnniinngg  bbee  ddoonnee  dduurriinngg  rreegguullaarr  hhoouurrss  wwhheenn  ppeeooppllee  ccaann  ccoovveerr  tthheeiirr  rraacckkss  

tteemmppoorraarriillyy??   
 
 OOnnee  mmoorree  iimmppoorrttaanntt  aaccttiioonn  ––wwaasshhiinngg  hhaannddss..    CChhiillddrreenn  aarree  

kknnoowwnn  ttoo  oofftteenn  eeaatt  ddiirrtt  ppuurrppoosseellyy  oorr  aacccciiddeennttaallllyy  ––  eedduuccaattee  
ppaarreennttss  ttoo  kkeeeepp  lliittttllee  cchhiillddrreenn  aawwaayy  ffrroomm  aarreeaass  wwhheerree  
ggaarrbbaaggee  ssmmookkee  aanndd  aasshh  iiss  lliikkeellyy  ttoo  sseettttllee.  

 

BBrreeaakkiinngg  tthhee  SSmmookkee--WWaatteerr  CCoonnnneeccttiioonn..  
  
♦♦  TThhiiss  iiss  aa  ssmmookkee--aabbssoorrbbiinngg  aanndd  aasshh--sseettttlliinngg  pprroobblleemm  aaggaaiinn..      

  
♦♦  DDoo  ppeeooppllee  oobbttaaiinn  ttrraaddiittiioonnaall  wwaatteerr  iinn  tthhee  ppaatthh  ooff  tthhee  ssmmookkee??  

  
♦♦  CCaann  tthheeyy  ttaassttee  tthhee  ddiiffffeerreennccee  wwhheenn  tthhee  dduummpp  bbuurrnnss??    IIff  tthheeyy  ccaann,,  

tthheerree  iiss  aa  ccoonnnneeccttiioonn  tthhaatt  mmuusstt  bbee  bbrrookkeenn..      
  
♦♦  TThhee  bbuurrnnbbooxx  mmuusstt  bbee  mmoovveedd,,  oorr  ppeeooppllee  mmuusstt  cchhaannggee  tthheeiirr  ccoolllleeccttiioonn  pprraaccttiicceess..      
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♦♦  IIff  tthheeyy  ddoo  nnoott  wwaanntt  ttoo  cchhaannggee  wwhheerree,,  ccaann  tthheeyy  cchhaannggee  wwhheenn  tthheeyy  ccoolllleecctt  tthhee  wwaatteerr??      

  
♦♦  IIff  rreegguullaarr  bbuurrnn  hhoouurrss  aarree  sseett,,  tthheeyy  ccaann  wwaaiitt  rriigghhtt  bbeeffoorree  tthhee  bbuurrnniinngg??    TThhaatt  ggiivveess  tthhee  

mmoosstt  ttiimmee  ffoorr  tthhee  ssmmookkee  cchheemmiiccaallss  ttoo  sseettttllee  oorr  ddiissppeerrssee..        
 
Making Decisions, Changing The Connections 

  
OObbsseerrvviinngg  ccoonnnneeccttiioonnss  iiss  wwhhaatt  NNaattiivvee  ppeeoopplleess  hhaavvee  ddoonnee  ssuucccceessssffuullllyy  ffoorr  tthhoouussaannddss  ooff  yyeeaarrss..      

  

  
  
BByy  oobbsseerrvviinngg  eexxaaccttllyy  wwhheerree  tthhee  ssmmookkee  ccoonnnneeccttiioonnss  aarree  
bbeettwweeeenn  wwaasstteess  aanndd  ppeeooppllee  aanndd  tthhee  rriivveerr,,  ccoommmmuunniittiieess  ccaann  
pprrootteecctt  tthheemmsseellvveess..    CCoommmmuunniittiieess  ccaann  bbrreeaakk  oorr  wweeaakkeenn  mmaannyy  ooff  
tthheessee  ccoonnnneeccttiioonnss--  bbyy  kknnoowwiinngg  aanndd  ddeecciiddiinngg..      
  
TToo  rreeaadd  aabboouutt  wwaassttee  ccoonnnneeccttiioonnss  tthhaatt  aarree  nnoott  bbuurrnniinngg--rreellaatteedd,,  aanndd  mmuusstt  bbee  bbrrookkeenn  ttoo  pprrootteecctt  
hheeaalltthh,,  ggoo  ttoo  hhttttpp::////wwwwww..cccctthhiittaa--sswwaann..oorrgg//mmaaiinn//aa--zz..ccffmm    aanndd  llooookk  uupp  ““HHeeaalltthh  RRiisskkss””,,  oorr::  
 
♦♦  Protecting communities from open dumps (a public health summary and tutorial presentation) 

 

♦♦  Protecting communities through PASTE (a 1 page handout) 
 

♦♦  Household Hazardous Wastes 
 

♦♦  Site Closure Guide - Chapter 3 and Appendix B 
 

♦♦  Making your dump safer    
 

♦♦  Health Risk Studies Summary (available March 2005) 
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Overview of State Regulations for Burning Wastes 

Burning solid waste can be an effective way to reduce the volume of waste going into a dump or landfill.   
For Villages without heavy equipment, it can provide a way of managing the dump so that a clear access 
is maintained. 

You need to know: Under the State Solid Waste regulations, controlled open burning of most solid 
wastes is allowed for Class 3 landfills.  It is confusing, but under the State’s Air Quality regulations, 
open burning of anything but paper or untreated wood is illegal!  

But the solid waste folks at DEC recognize that small Villages may not be able to afford an incinerator. 
And they know that controlled waste burning can sometimes be the best management method for the 
situation in our Villages. So they are working out how to address this issue. They want to make sure 
their regulations still protect community health and environment. On the other hand, they want the 
regulations practical enough so that if we want to meet them, we can.  

You have to make the decision that is right for your community. If you decide to burn your wastes, be 
sure to use controlled burning. For the State, this means:  

 

 Burning in a burnbox or in a shallow ground depression away from any 
active areas of the dump; 

 The smoke should not be black;  

 And uncontained waste burning should be watched the whole time. 
 
Whether you want to meet DEC regulations or not, using their burn policies as guidelines can help 
protect your community. Check out DEC’s helpful publication Burning Garbage in Rural Alaska for 
further information about burning wastes.  It contains operating and design tips, and can be found at: 
http://www.state.ak.us/local/akpages/ENV.CONSERV/eh/docs/sw/Burning%20Garbage%20Factsheet.pdf  
 
 
Contact: Ed Emswiler, ADEC Solid Waste at 465-5353 to request a hard copy of the document.  

 
 

Also check out our  
 

 
on the next page for simple but useful burning advice!  
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Wastes that should not be burned*  

Wastes that give off black smoke when burned, such as:  

 Asphalt 

 Tires 

 Large quantities of plastic 

 Tars 

 Oily wastes 

 Spill absorbents and contaminated soils that are classified as 
hazardous waste 

 
Other items that should not be burned include (but are not limited to):  

 Batteries 

 Fertilizers 

 Pesticides 

 Propane Cylinders 

 Paints and Glues (except those applied and dried on solid wastes) 

 
Solvents (except those that are water and soap/detergent 
solutions) 

 Household cleaners 

 Linoleum flooring 

 Insulated wire 

 Plastic (PVC) piping  

 Urethane or other plastic foam insulation 

 Aerosol cans 

 Creosote-treated wood 

 Lamps and light fixtures 

 Asbestos-containing materials 
 

*From DEC’s website: 
http://www.state.ak.us/local/akpages/ENV.CONSERV/eh/docs/sw/Openburn-bmp.doc 
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IIff  yyoouurr  dduummpp  ccaattcchheess  oonn  ffiirree..      

Note:  There have been a few Villages that have closed or cleaned up their dumps by setting them on 
fire. This is a dangerous practice, and we don’t recommend it.  Here are some tips that will make this 
action less dangerous, and will help protect your Village also if your dump catches fire by accident.   

(1) Burn on days when the wind is blowing at moderate speed away from the community.  

(2) Don’t let residents go to the dump during the smoky period.  

(3) Don’t start cleanup activities until several days after the burn, to avoid people 
getting hurt from flare-ups.  
 

(4) Be prepared to pass out face masks to residents if the smoke starts blowing to the 
village. If the fire can’t be put out, surgical masks from the clinic offer at least some 
protection. Elders and people with respiratory conditions should stay indoors.  

(5) Tell residents who rely on traditional water sources located in the smoke area to fill up 

before the burn, and not to go back for about a week after.  

(6) Staff the dump during the burn to ensure no one goes there, and to ensure the fire 
does not spread. Protect this worker with a high quality face mask fitted with filter 
cartridges. For info on buying face masks and safety gear, See our safety gear document.  

(7) If you have vegetated area around the main dump area, you need to 
protect it. Plants there help filter out contaminants and prevent erosion. Try berming or 
wetting the area if possible.  

(8) Wear protective gear and sturdy boots.   Look for and remove all hazardous wastes 
that you see before burning – especially batteries – the likelihood of lead contamination from batteries 
will increase if left on the ground and burned.  

(9) If you have access to water hoses, do not flush the area with water after the burn, runoff will be 
heavily contaminated. Light wetting to settle ash is useful, if possible. If not flooded out, many 
contaminants, such as a large portion of heavy metals, will eventually bind to soil, and stay out of the 
water.  

(10) Take care that you do not endanger nesting waterfowl in the area. If a stream nearby is important 
for spawning, take extra care to avoid creating any erosion or runoff.  

(11) If you are considering lighting your dump on-fire, it would be good to discuss the risks with your 
friendly technical expert.  If you don’t know someone you feel comfortable asking, contact:  
Or call us! We can find you an expert to ask or we can ask for you. We don’t need to tell them your name 
or the name of your Village…  
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Burnboxes  

To read all about using a burnbox, see our burnbox document. 

 

Incinerators  

 To read all about using an incinerator, see our incinerator document. 

 

Burncages  

Coming Soon! For now – here is a picture of what they look like. 

 

 

Other Burning Links   DEC’s Open Burning of Solid Waste 
http://www.state.ak.us/local/akpages/ENV.CONSERV/eh/docs/sw/Openburn-bmp.doc    
 
DEC’s Open Burning Regulations  http://www.legis.state.ak.us/cgi-
bin/folioisa.dll/aac/query=%5Bgroup%2B18%2Baac%2B60!2E355!3A%5D/doc/%7B@1%7D/hits_only?    
 
EPA’s “Backyard Burning” (this information applies to open burning,  burnboxes, burn barrels)  
http://www.epa.gov/epaoswer/non-hw/muncpl/backyard/index.htm  

 


