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PUBLIC AWARENESS ON

FIRE AND
ENVIRONMENTAL
HAZARDS



What chemicals are in the smoke?

Fires can lead to chemical contamination of the environment. They may generate a plume 

of smoke made up of a mixture of gases, liquid droplets and solid particles. The extent of 

any smoke plume will depend on the nature and location of the fire, duration, materials 

involved and weather conditions. 

Health effects of smoke

Usually fire is associated with high levels of particulate matter; exposure to very 

high levels of particulate matter is associated with short term health effects such as

respiratory irritation. 

Some of the substances present in smoke can irritate the lining of the air passages 

(nose, throat and lungs), the skin and the eyes.

Studies show that exposure to elevated levels of particulate matter in smoke is

associated with short and long-term effects on health increased hospital 

admissions relating to cardiovascular disease and pulmonary disease (e.g. lung 

cancer, COPD, bronchitis and asthma). 

For susceptible people with pre-existing respiratory conditions, particulate air 

pollution can exacerbate or worsen their conditions. 

Symptoms from exposure to smoke 

Symptoms may include coughing and wheezing, sore throat, feeling short of breath, 

sputum (phlegm) production, runny nose or eyes or chest pain. 

These symptoms usually disappear very soon after the exposure has stopped and 

do not lead to any long-term health problem.

Who can be affected by the smoke?

Anyone can be affected by smoke, although, in general, exposure to smoke is more 

likely to affect people who already have breathing problems or lung or heart 

conditions (e.g. bronchitis, asthma, chronic pulmonary disease or heart disease). 

The very young and very old, smokers and people with flu or flu-like illnesses may 

also be at greater risk from exposure to smoke from fires. 

What should be done if your property has already suffered damage during
an explosion?

If your home has suffered physical damage or broken windows the indoor environment is 

likely to be more affected by outdoor airborne hazards. If your property is damaged, 

downwind of a fire and is (or likely to be) affected by significant smoke it may be safer to 

temporarily move to a new location to shelter or to evacuate until the wind direction 

changes or the fire is put out.  

What should be done if you can’t leave your damaged property and there is
smoke outdoors?

Consider sealing broken windows with plastic and duct (strong) tape.

Damp towels, blankets or newspaper may also be used to block gaps under doors. 

Try to shelter in a room with whole (undamaged) walls and ceiling if possible, ideally 

upstairs and furthest away from the fire. 

Take any important items (eg, food or medication) with you. 

Seek local updates so that you are able to end sheltering and ventilate your property 

when the smoke is no longer in your direction or the fire is put out.

I. HEATH EFFECTS OF FIRE SMOKE

Public health advice to residents

To minimise your exposure to smoke, shelter as much as possible by limiting the 

amount of time you spend outside in the smoke. 

The safest place to be is indoors where you will be protected from the worst of the 

smoke if you keep the doors and windows closed. 

People with asthma who may be in the vicinity of the fire should carry their inhaler.

If a medical consultant is already treating your existing health condition, discuss 

your concerns and symptoms with them. 

It is advisable to avoid unnecessary travel, particularly near the area of the fire, both 

to reduce exposure to smoke and to allow the emergency services and other 

incident responders to have free access to the site. 

You should avoid driving into smoke if you can and always follow instructions given 

by the emergency services. If you cannot avoid driving through smoke - slow down, 

drive with care, turn off the air conditioning (or set to internally recirculate), close 

windows and air vents. 

Continue to minimise your exposure to smoke and if your eyes are sore, bathe them 

with cold tap water until they feel comfortable; drinking water or sucking a sweet 

will ease an irritated throat; 

If your symptoms persist seek medical advice by contacting your General 

Practitioner (GP). 

In the case of a medical emergency call the Lebanese Red Cross on 140.

Advice to residents for sheltering 

If you are asked to shelter it is advised that you: 

Go indoors 

Close all windows and doors 

Turn off any mechanical ventilation including any air conditioning.

Minimise your exposure to smoke by staying inside as much as possible. Only go 

outside when essential. 

Tune your radio in to a local radio or TV station and listen for updates

If you have health concerns seek medical advice by contacting your general practitioner. 

If a medical consultant is already treating an existing health condition, discuss your 

concerns and symptoms with them.

In the case of a medical emergency ring the Lebanese Red Cross on 140.

Being advised to shelter does not mean that you should remain in your property until the incident 

is over. This advice is provided to reduce your exposure as much as possible; therefore you can 

still leave your house for essential reasons, such as to travel to work or to collect school children. 

When to start sheltering?

Sheltering is most effective if you start before you can see the smoke at your property.

Follow the instructions of emergency responders and move indoors as soon as possible. 

When it’s safe to go outside again?

If you can no longer smell or see any smoke you should open windows and doors

to ventilate your house; 

If you see or smell the smoke return remember to go inside and close all windows

and doors. 

Updated advice will be provided by the emergency services as often as possible;

If you have access to a radio or TV, tune into a station where updates may also be 

broadcast. For smaller fires advice may be provided by civil defence ambulances via 

loudspeakers in your area. 

Asbestos is only a danger when fibres become airborne and are breathed in. Dust 

deposited during a fire will comprise a mixture of different substances. If you have 

breathed in this dust it is likely to be a relatively small amount of asbestos and this single 

short-term exposure should not significantly affect health.

Health impact and levels of asbestos exposures

Asbestos causes a number of diseases and, in particular, is linked to the development 

of mesothelioma and lung cancer. It is found in many locations in Lebanon including

building materials. 

There is no direct evidence of long-term health risks, such as development of 

mesothelioma and lung cancer, from fires involving materials containing asbestos

There is no significant public health risk from asbestos if the appropriate clean up 

measures are undertaken. 

Factors reducing exposure of the general public to asbestos following a fire involving 
materials containing asbestos: 

Some fibres may disintegrate due to the high temperatures in the fire 

The weather, such as wind and rain, will affect local air concentrations; and the 

duration of exposure to smoke during a fire will usually be short.

Not all the materials containing asbestos in a building may be involved in a fire 

Fibres may become trapped in larger pieces of material stopping them from being 

released into the environment.

Wear a mask and gloves when cleaning up soot. 

Try to avoid disturbing sooty deposits as much as you can.

Avoid actions that can put soot particles up into the air, such as sweeping. 

Dampen down surfaces with small amounts of water (e.g. spray) then use a damp 

cloth or wet mop to clean the surfaces.  

Once you have stopped sheltering, open windows and doors to ventilate

your property. 

Short-term contact with soot is not expected to be a significant risk.

Because of soot size it is unlikely that it could be inhaled if disturbed and so would 

be unlikely to cause any respiratory symptoms. 

Soot can be safely washed off cars and outdoor furniture. Other surfaces can be 

damped down with a water spray before removal.  

If any fruits and vegetables in the garden have been covered by a sooty deposit, it 

would be advisable to wash them thoroughly and peel them before they are eaten.
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Dampen down surfaces with small amounts of water (e.g. spray) then use a damp 
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Once you have stopped sheltering, open windows and doors to ventilate

your property. 

Short-term contact with soot is not expected to be a significant risk.

Because of soot size it is unlikely that it could be inhaled if disturbed and so would 

be unlikely to cause any respiratory symptoms. 

Soot can be safely washed off cars and outdoor furniture. Other surfaces can be 

damped down with a water spray before removal.  

If any fruits and vegetables in the garden have been covered by a sooty deposit, it 
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II. SHELTERING AND EVACUATION FROM FIRE (cont.)



What chemicals are in the smoke?

Fires can lead to chemical contamination of the environment. They may generate a plume 

of smoke made up of a mixture of gases, liquid droplets and solid particles. The extent of 

any smoke plume will depend on the nature and location of the fire, duration, materials 

involved and weather conditions. 

Health effects of smoke

Usually fire is associated with high levels of particulate matter; exposure to very 

high levels of particulate matter is associated with short term health effects such as

respiratory irritation. 

Some of the substances present in smoke can irritate the lining of the air passages 

(nose, throat and lungs), the skin and the eyes.

Studies show that exposure to elevated levels of particulate matter in smoke is

associated with short and long-term effects on health increased hospital 

admissions relating to cardiovascular disease and pulmonary disease (e.g. lung 

cancer, COPD, bronchitis and asthma). 

For susceptible people with pre-existing respiratory conditions, particulate air 

pollution can exacerbate or worsen their conditions. 

Symptoms from exposure to smoke 

Symptoms may include coughing and wheezing, sore throat, feeling short of breath, 

sputum (phlegm) production, runny nose or eyes or chest pain. 

These symptoms usually disappear very soon after the exposure has stopped and 

do not lead to any long-term health problem.

Who can be affected by the smoke?

Anyone can be affected by smoke, although, in general, exposure to smoke is more 

likely to affect people who already have breathing problems or lung or heart 

conditions (e.g. bronchitis, asthma, chronic pulmonary disease or heart disease). 

The very young and very old, smokers and people with flu or flu-like illnesses may 

also be at greater risk from exposure to smoke from fires. 

What should be done if your property has already suffered damage during
an explosion?

If your home has suffered physical damage or broken windows the indoor environment is 

likely to be more affected by outdoor airborne hazards. If your property is damaged, 

downwind of a fire and is (or likely to be) affected by significant smoke it may be safer to 

temporarily move to a new location to shelter or to evacuate until the wind direction 

changes or the fire is put out.  

What should be done if you can’t leave your damaged property and there is
smoke outdoors?

Consider sealing broken windows with plastic and duct (strong) tape.

Damp towels, blankets or newspaper may also be used to block gaps under doors. 

Try to shelter in a room with whole (undamaged) walls and ceiling if possible, ideally 

upstairs and furthest away from the fire. 

Take any important items (eg, food or medication) with you. 

Seek local updates so that you are able to end sheltering and ventilate your property 

when the smoke is no longer in your direction or the fire is put out.

Public health advice to residents

To minimise your exposure to smoke, shelter as much as possible by limiting the 

amount of time you spend outside in the smoke. 

The safest place to be is indoors where you will be protected from the worst of the 

smoke if you keep the doors and windows closed. 

People with asthma who may be in the vicinity of the fire should carry their inhaler.

If a medical consultant is already treating your existing health condition, discuss 

your concerns and symptoms with them. 

It is advisable to avoid unnecessary travel, particularly near the area of the fire, both 

to reduce exposure to smoke and to allow the emergency services and other 

incident responders to have free access to the site. 

You should avoid driving into smoke if you can and always follow instructions given 

by the emergency services. If you cannot avoid driving through smoke - slow down, 

drive with care, turn off the air conditioning (or set to internally recirculate), close 

windows and air vents. 

Continue to minimise your exposure to smoke and if your eyes are sore, bathe them 

with cold tap water until they feel comfortable; drinking water or sucking a sweet 

will ease an irritated throat; 

If your symptoms persist seek medical advice by contacting your General 

Practitioner (GP). 

In the case of a medical emergency call the Lebanese Red Cross on 140.

Advice to residents for sheltering 

If you are asked to shelter it is advised that you: 

Go indoors 

Close all windows and doors 

Turn off any mechanical ventilation including any air conditioning.

Minimise your exposure to smoke by staying inside as much as possible. Only go 

outside when essential. 

Tune your radio in to a local radio or TV station and listen for updates

If you have health concerns seek medical advice by contacting your general practitioner. 

If a medical consultant is already treating an existing health condition, discuss your 

concerns and symptoms with them.

In the case of a medical emergency ring the Lebanese Red Cross on 140.

Being advised to shelter does not mean that you should remain in your property until the incident 

is over. This advice is provided to reduce your exposure as much as possible; therefore you can 

still leave your house for essential reasons, such as to travel to work or to collect school children. 

When to start sheltering?

Sheltering is most effective if you start before you can see the smoke at your property.

Follow the instructions of emergency responders and move indoors as soon as possible. 

When it’s safe to go outside again?

If you can no longer smell or see any smoke you should open windows and doors

to ventilate your house; 

If you see or smell the smoke return remember to go inside and close all windows

and doors. 

Updated advice will be provided by the emergency services as often as possible;

If you have access to a radio or TV, tune into a station where updates may also be 

broadcast. For smaller fires advice may be provided by civil defence ambulances via 

loudspeakers in your area. 

Asbestos is only a danger when fibres become airborne and are breathed in. Dust 

deposited during a fire will comprise a mixture of different substances. If you have 

breathed in this dust it is likely to be a relatively small amount of asbestos and this single 

short-term exposure should not significantly affect health.

Health impact and levels of asbestos exposures

Asbestos causes a number of diseases and, in particular, is linked to the development 

of mesothelioma and lung cancer. It is found in many locations in Lebanon including

building materials. 

There is no direct evidence of long-term health risks, such as development of 

mesothelioma and lung cancer, from fires involving materials containing asbestos

There is no significant public health risk from asbestos if the appropriate clean up 

measures are undertaken. 

Factors reducing exposure of the general public to asbestos following a fire involving 
materials containing asbestos: 

Some fibres may disintegrate due to the high temperatures in the fire 

The weather, such as wind and rain, will affect local air concentrations; and the 

duration of exposure to smoke during a fire will usually be short.

Not all the materials containing asbestos in a building may be involved in a fire 

Fibres may become trapped in larger pieces of material stopping them from being 

released into the environment.

III. HEALTH EFFECTS OF ASBESTOS IN LARGE FIRES

Wear a mask and gloves when cleaning up soot. 

Try to avoid disturbing sooty deposits as much as you can.

Avoid actions that can put soot particles up into the air, such as sweeping. 

Dampen down surfaces with small amounts of water (e.g. spray) then use a damp 

cloth or wet mop to clean the surfaces.  

Once you have stopped sheltering, open windows and doors to ventilate

your property. 

Short-term contact with soot is not expected to be a significant risk.

Because of soot size it is unlikely that it could be inhaled if disturbed and so would 

be unlikely to cause any respiratory symptoms. 

Soot can be safely washed off cars and outdoor furniture. Other surfaces can be 

damped down with a water spray before removal.  

If any fruits and vegetables in the garden have been covered by a sooty deposit, it 

would be advisable to wash them thoroughly and peel them before they are eaten.



What chemicals are in the smoke?

Fires can lead to chemical contamination of the environment. They may generate a plume 

of smoke made up of a mixture of gases, liquid droplets and solid particles. The extent of 

any smoke plume will depend on the nature and location of the fire, duration, materials 

involved and weather conditions. 

Health effects of smoke

Usually fire is associated with high levels of particulate matter; exposure to very 

high levels of particulate matter is associated with short term health effects such as

respiratory irritation. 

Some of the substances present in smoke can irritate the lining of the air passages 

(nose, throat and lungs), the skin and the eyes.

Studies show that exposure to elevated levels of particulate matter in smoke is

associated with short and long-term effects on health increased hospital 

admissions relating to cardiovascular disease and pulmonary disease (e.g. lung 

cancer, COPD, bronchitis and asthma). 

For susceptible people with pre-existing respiratory conditions, particulate air 

pollution can exacerbate or worsen their conditions. 

Symptoms from exposure to smoke 

Symptoms may include coughing and wheezing, sore throat, feeling short of breath, 

sputum (phlegm) production, runny nose or eyes or chest pain. 

These symptoms usually disappear very soon after the exposure has stopped and 

do not lead to any long-term health problem.

Who can be affected by the smoke?

Anyone can be affected by smoke, although, in general, exposure to smoke is more 

likely to affect people who already have breathing problems or lung or heart 

conditions (e.g. bronchitis, asthma, chronic pulmonary disease or heart disease). 

The very young and very old, smokers and people with flu or flu-like illnesses may 

also be at greater risk from exposure to smoke from fires. 

What should be done if your property has already suffered damage during
an explosion?

If your home has suffered physical damage or broken windows the indoor environment is 

likely to be more affected by outdoor airborne hazards. If your property is damaged, 

downwind of a fire and is (or likely to be) affected by significant smoke it may be safer to 

temporarily move to a new location to shelter or to evacuate until the wind direction 

changes or the fire is put out.  

What should be done if you can’t leave your damaged property and there is
smoke outdoors?

Consider sealing broken windows with plastic and duct (strong) tape.

Damp towels, blankets or newspaper may also be used to block gaps under doors. 

Try to shelter in a room with whole (undamaged) walls and ceiling if possible, ideally 

upstairs and furthest away from the fire. 

Take any important items (eg, food or medication) with you. 

Seek local updates so that you are able to end sheltering and ventilate your property 

when the smoke is no longer in your direction or the fire is put out.

Public health advice to residents

To minimise your exposure to smoke, shelter as much as possible by limiting the 

amount of time you spend outside in the smoke. 

The safest place to be is indoors where you will be protected from the worst of the 

smoke if you keep the doors and windows closed. 

People with asthma who may be in the vicinity of the fire should carry their inhaler.

If a medical consultant is already treating your existing health condition, discuss 

your concerns and symptoms with them. 

It is advisable to avoid unnecessary travel, particularly near the area of the fire, both 

to reduce exposure to smoke and to allow the emergency services and other 

incident responders to have free access to the site. 

You should avoid driving into smoke if you can and always follow instructions given 

by the emergency services. If you cannot avoid driving through smoke - slow down, 

drive with care, turn off the air conditioning (or set to internally recirculate), close 

windows and air vents. 

Continue to minimise your exposure to smoke and if your eyes are sore, bathe them 

with cold tap water until they feel comfortable; drinking water or sucking a sweet 

will ease an irritated throat; 

If your symptoms persist seek medical advice by contacting your General 

Practitioner (GP). 

In the case of a medical emergency call the Lebanese Red Cross on 140.

Advice to residents for sheltering 

If you are asked to shelter it is advised that you: 

Go indoors 

Close all windows and doors 

Turn off any mechanical ventilation including any air conditioning.

Minimise your exposure to smoke by staying inside as much as possible. Only go 

outside when essential. 

Tune your radio in to a local radio or TV station and listen for updates

If you have health concerns seek medical advice by contacting your general practitioner. 

If a medical consultant is already treating an existing health condition, discuss your 

concerns and symptoms with them.

In the case of a medical emergency ring the Lebanese Red Cross on 140.

Being advised to shelter does not mean that you should remain in your property until the incident 

is over. This advice is provided to reduce your exposure as much as possible; therefore you can 

still leave your house for essential reasons, such as to travel to work or to collect school children. 

When to start sheltering?

Sheltering is most effective if you start before you can see the smoke at your property.

Follow the instructions of emergency responders and move indoors as soon as possible. 

When it’s safe to go outside again?

If you can no longer smell or see any smoke you should open windows and doors

to ventilate your house; 

If you see or smell the smoke return remember to go inside and close all windows

and doors. 

Updated advice will be provided by the emergency services as often as possible;

If you have access to a radio or TV, tune into a station where updates may also be 

broadcast. For smaller fires advice may be provided by civil defence ambulances via 

loudspeakers in your area. 

Asbestos is only a danger when fibres become airborne and are breathed in. Dust 

deposited during a fire will comprise a mixture of different substances. If you have 

breathed in this dust it is likely to be a relatively small amount of asbestos and this single 

short-term exposure should not significantly affect health.

Health impact and levels of asbestos exposures

Asbestos causes a number of diseases and, in particular, is linked to the development 

of mesothelioma and lung cancer. It is found in many locations in Lebanon including

building materials. 

There is no direct evidence of long-term health risks, such as development of 

mesothelioma and lung cancer, from fires involving materials containing asbestos

There is no significant public health risk from asbestos if the appropriate clean up 

measures are undertaken. 

Factors reducing exposure of the general public to asbestos following a fire involving 
materials containing asbestos: 

Some fibres may disintegrate due to the high temperatures in the fire 

The weather, such as wind and rain, will affect local air concentrations; and the 

duration of exposure to smoke during a fire will usually be short.

Not all the materials containing asbestos in a building may be involved in a fire 

Fibres may become trapped in larger pieces of material stopping them from being 

released into the environment.

Wear a mask and gloves when cleaning up soot. 

Try to avoid disturbing sooty deposits as much as you can.

Avoid actions that can put soot particles up into the air, such as sweeping. 

Dampen down surfaces with small amounts of water (e.g. spray) then use a damp 

cloth or wet mop to clean the surfaces.  

Once you have stopped sheltering, open windows and doors to ventilate

your property. 

Short-term contact with soot is not expected to be a significant risk.

Because of soot size it is unlikely that it could be inhaled if disturbed and so would 

be unlikely to cause any respiratory symptoms. 

Soot can be safely washed off cars and outdoor furniture. Other surfaces can be 

damped down with a water spray before removal.  

If any fruits and vegetables in the garden have been covered by a sooty deposit, it 

would be advisable to wash them thoroughly and peel them before they are eaten.

IV. CLEAN UP OF SOOT / DEBRIS IN THE HOME
FOLLOWING A LARGE FIRE/EXPLOSION
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