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Special thanks to….
♥ Households and business owners who 

participated and encouraged their community 

to participate in surveys and shared their 

experiences with us

♥ Households and business owners from prior 

disasters and chemical incidents who have 

shared their experiences and insights 

♥ Faculty, students, and staff at participating 

institutions who volunteered their time

♥ Community groups such as Pali Strong and 

Eaton Fire Residents United who 

encouraged people to participate

Key Definitions

Restoration: Returning a property to 

a “pre-loss condition by the removal of 

damaging residues or odor to remedy 

damage or distress.”

Remediation: The act of removing 

specific environmental contaminants 

from a property to return it to safe use. 

Cleaning: Removing residues or 

contaminants BUT cleaning should be 

without fear of major contaminant 

exposure-caused injuries (i.e., 

mesothelioma, metal poisoning, 

cancer). So, remediation is used 

here.

https://www.palistrong.org/landing
https://www.efru.la/


Damage

Physical damage

Contamination damage

• Chemical

• Microbiological

Fire damage can be physical and 
contamination in nature

Risks

• Occupational Health

• Public Health

• Environmental



Explicit warning: 

• Asbestos

• Heavy metals like lead

• Particulate



Some perspective: 
The REBUILD Household Survey

After the January 2025 Eaton Fire 
and Palisades Fire,

L.A. County, California

Report is freely available

www.PlumbingSafety.org

Whelton et al (2025).

Access FREE here ➔ https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/red/2/



When mapped by 

zipcode, most 

households lived 

INSIDE a fire 

perimeter:

94.2 % 

Palisades Fire

vs. 73.4 %

Eaton Fire

1,229 responses

Nearly all had 

insurance

98.8 % Palisades vs. 

99.0 % Eaton Fires



Combustion byproduct testing (ash, soot, 

and char) will not determine if lead or 

asbestos contaminants are present.

Rank Palisades Fire Eaton Fire

1 On the floor On the floor

2 Windowsills Windowsills

3 Other Attic

4 Garage Other

5 Attic Garage

6 HVAC filter HVAC filter

Ash and Debris



Property Testing and Insurance

n= 1,073

“ Was environmental testing conducted on your property for 

fire-related contamination? – The REBUILD Survey ”

Palisades Fire

44% Yes

39% No, but want it

11% No

6%   Not sure

Eaton Fire

36% Yes

49% No, but want it

9%   No

6%   Not sure

Palisades Fire

20.5%

Eaton Fire

17.8%

“ Do you believe your insurance company will provide you 

enough money to rebuild your home to what it was 

before the fire? – The REBUILD Survey ”n= 541

Policyholders were 

financially stressed

Policyholders 

wanted testing, but 

were not getting it



Most common actions:

Discarded pillows, mattresses and fruit

Cleaned clothing, and appliances 
n= 524

Clothing

Pillows

Mattresses

Stuffed animals

Window blinds

Carpets

Rugs

HVAC filter

Pet bedding or pet crate

Children’s plastic toys

Electronics

Appliances

Fruit from outdoor plants

Fruit from indoor plants

Other

Respondents explained what was done with a 

variety of their household items

Property Remediation



Insurance
“ As the region rebuilds, policy makers should allow insurance 

companies to increase their rates for fire insurance if this enables 

them to offer insurance for everyone? – The REBUILD Survey ”

n= 995

48% 
support

62% 
support

Palisades Fire Eaton Fire

Strongly support 17%

Somewhat 

support 46%

Somewhat 

oppose 18%

Strongly 

oppose 19%

Strongly support 17%

Somewhat 

support 46%
Somewhat 

oppose 18%

Strongly 

oppose 19%



Environmental Test Result Study for Households 
Impacted by the 2025 Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire

Andrew Whelton, Ph.D., Cristiane Ferrarezzi

Created as a direct result of households asking for assistance navigating the complexity of home 
environmental testing and guidance provided by contractors. 
• Households can participate and upload their reports here: Home Environmental Test Result Study. 
• Results are being compiled, anonymized, and summarized. We are individually interacting with 

households about their reports and company experiences.

https://purdue.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eg338czfsedtZ7E
https://purdue.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eg338czfsedtZ7E


• Dissimilar reporting of metal surface loading: µg/wipe OR µg/sqft OR µg/100cm2

• Indoor wipe samples for lead, no lead detected, but they recommended “remediate”

• Any indoor detection of a metal led to “remediate.” None exceeded an exposure standard.

• Used beryllium (Be) worker safety guideline of “0.2 μg/100cm2 – ACGIH”. Infants and members of the public are NOT 
workers. No Be general standard.

• Company explained results in one lab report, but for another home and lab report just says the property isn’t unsafe

• “Deodorization” recommended but not explained

• Conflict, Pb surface standard: 5 ug/sqft = USEPA vs. 10 ug/sqft = CDPH

• Skip testing of garage, attic, or crawlspace – where contamination sometimes the highest

• Picked 8 specific primary and secondary VOCs claiming to be smoke related. If 1 VOC present, but not another – VOC 
present is claimed to not be smoke related.

• Recommended all soft goods be discarded or sign liability waiver. Other consultants said soft items should be 
“cleaned” by policyholder instead..

• Insurance adjusters and consultants not wearing proper PPE or preventing contamination spread when visiting a 
property

Preliminary Results: Information provided to households not easily 
understandable, sampling, testing, and recommendations vary widely

Some insurance adjusters and consultants …

… recommended policyholders “smell” their impacted items. If no odor, told assume it’s safe.

… not wearing proper PPE or preventing contamination spread when visiting a property.



Helps establish a basic understanding

Developed from our response to the East 
Palestine chemical disaster and January wildfires.

• Environmental sampling and testing focus. 

• Accessible to property owners and officials. 

• Includes discoveries from 100s of home 
environmental testing reports and in 1-on-1 
meetings.

• Valuable for inspection, testing and sampling 
companies as well as insurance companies. 

NEW: Household Recovery Decisions

Whelton, Bollens, Ferrarezzi (2025).

Access FREE here ➔ https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/red/1/ 

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/red/1/


1. Damage & building contamination 

2. What & where are the contaminants? 

3. Role of sampling & testing in restoration, damage identification, 
and remediation 

4. Sampling & testing is conducted to understand the damage 

5. Who should conduct testing & what is their scope? 

6. What should be tested for & where? 

7. FAQs 

8. Remediation & post-remediation 

9. Acknowledgement & additional information

After the Fire: Considerations for Building 
Environmental Testing



Based on our studies and direct interactions with hundreds of residents and property owners, 
insurance companies are not consistently covering:

• Thorough, science-based environmental testing of fire-impacted properties

• Remediation of non-structural impacts and contamination resulting from the peril of fire

• Loss of use for properties not yet repaired to their pre-peril condition

This forces residents and businesses to either: (a) risk their health and the health of their 
employees in returning without appropriate remediation and clearance testing; or (b) incur 
significant personal expenses, often to the point of economic hardship, to restore a property 
damaged by a peril for which they had purchased insurance coverage.

This impacts vulnerable populations the most. Children, disabled, and elderly persons are 
most at risk for many of the contaminants of concern, and those of limited financial means 
are all but forced to return to a property even if it is not fit for normal use.

This may have long-term community consequences. If properties are not remediated, a 
perception will develop that these communities are unsafe, driving down property values, 
impacting financial security, and pressuring collateral holders.

Observations and Impacts as a Result of 
Current Insurance Practices



Questions?

Andrew J. Whelton, Ph.D.

awhelton@purdue.edu

Thank You

Eric Bollens

ebollens@lightboxre.com

Presentation to be posted at www.PlumbingSafety.org 

http://www.plumbingsafety.org/
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