
Chemtool Fire Response
June 2021
Rockton, IL 
Bobby Elzie, Chief,  

Office of Emergency Response

Illinois EPA

Craig Thomas, Federal On-Scene Coordinator

U.S. EPA Region 5



IL/WI
State
Line



Illinois EPA was the lead environmental agency for the Chemtool Fire response.  During the response, 
Illinois EPA collected the following:

•Illinois EPA Sampling

• Wipe Samples

• Public Water Supply Samples

• Wastewater Runoff and Rock River Samples

• PFAS Samples

• Groundwater Monitoring Well Samples

• Residential Private Well Samples

https://www2.illinois.gov/epa/topics/community-relations/sites/Chemtool/Pages/default.aspx#IEPA
https://www2.illinois.gov/epa/topics/community-relations/sites/Chemtool/Pages/default.aspx#Wipe
https://www2.illinois.gov/epa/topics/community-relations/sites/Chemtool/Pages/default.aspx#PWS
https://www2.illinois.gov/epa/topics/community-relations/sites/Chemtool/Pages/default.aspx#Wastewater
https://www2.illinois.gov/epa/topics/community-relations/sites/Chemtool/Pages/default.aspx#PFAS
https://www2.illinois.gov/epa/topics/community-relations/sites/Chemtool/Pages/default.aspx#Monitoring
https://www2.illinois.gov/epa/topics/community-relations/sites/Chemtool/Pages/default.aspx#Private


Preface

The details noted in the following slides are observations on 
procedures, policies, events that happened during a declared 
state of emergency. As such, the information given is done so 
for the purpose of enhancing response capabilities of all 
stakeholders and not as a critique of any one entity. 

The men and women involved in the response of this 
catastrophic event displayed great courage and unwavering 
commitment towards protecting the life, safety, and property 
of those impacted. Experiencing zero fatalities in an event of 
this magnitude speaks volumes to the expertise exhibited by 
all of those involved. 

Thank you.



Overview

• On 06/14/21, a fire erupted at the Chemtool 
manufacturing plant in Rockton, IL. The six-alarm 
fire elicited the combined response efforts from 
multiple local, state, and federal entities.

• The facility is a 300,000 square foot facility that 
that houses multiple ingredients in the 
manufacturing of specialty oils and lubricants. 

• The site of the plant is on the Beloit Superfund, 
the location of a former paper-making equipment 
manufacturing plant that caused extensive soil 
and groundwater contamination.   



Detail of Events

• “On Monday, June 14, a project was underway 
at the Chemtool / Lubrizol facility to replace 
insulation on an elevated heat transfer piping 
network that was part of the site’s system for 
heating certain vessels used in the 
manufacturing of lubricating greases. This 
network of piping carried heated mineral oil.

• -Fire Chief Wilson



The Strike

• “That morning, an employee of an outside 
contractor performing the insulation replacement 
project was working in the area of origin. They 
were utilizing a scissor lift to access the elevated 
heat transfer piping network.



The Release

• “Shortly before 07:00 hours while the employee of 
the outside contractor was working in the area, a 
release occurred from the elevated piping. An 
unknown amount of mineral oil immediately 
began falling and pooling on the floor in the area 
of origin.



Ignition

• “Chemtool operators promptly detected 
the release and shut down the boiler. They 
were in the process of placing containment 
booms, as well as de-pressuring the heat 
transfer piping network, when the fire 
ignited.

• “At the present time, the most credible 
scenario is that the scissor lift struck a valve 
or other piece of piping with sufficient 
mechanical force to cause the release of 
mineral oil. The investigation has not yet
determined the source of ignition.”



The Response



06/14/2021

• OER was notified of a four-alarm fire occurring at 
ChemTool Industrial Plant in Rockton, IL. 

• OER Manager called and notified USEPA of a 
potential large-scale incident forming and 
requested assistance. 

• OER deployed Des Plaines regional office 
personnel and manager to incident site. 

• IEMA activates the SEOC in response to incident 
and IEPA liaison is deployed to Springfield SEOC.

• Arriving on scene, OER response staff performed 
a perimeter site evaluation to determine the 
extent of any potential release of contaminants 
on scene. 

• OER response staff on incident site meet with 
USEPA OSC and START contractors to organize an 
emergency air monitoring plan. 



06/14/2021

• 1 mile exclusion zone evacuation is enacted. 
• OER Manager recommends a 3.5-mile shelter 

in place order downwind of smoke plume, IC 
implements.

• Debris is reported in locations upwards of 12 
miles from incident epicenter. 

• IEPA OER is notified that fire suppression 
operations are not containing the fire and 
discussion is made with Rockton & Rockford 
Fire Department on letting the fire consume 
all materials on site. IEPA manager advises 
against this firmly due to B.L.E.V.E. concerns. 

• OER Field staff break away from USEPA staff 
to start overseeing contractor operations 
with trenching and berm construction. 



1 Mile Evacuation 
and 3.5 Mile Shelter-

In-Place Zones



06/15/2021

• OER on scene staff perform river SCAT 
operations to identify any impacts.

• OER manager participates in multiple 
operations, tactics, and environmental 
meetings throughout the day.

• OER manager works with USEPA to 
establish air monitoring zones in plume 
path.

• OER manager works with National 
Weather Service to create future 
forecasts and plume modeling.

• OER manager has CST create plume 
modeling data. 



06/15/2021
• Photos and geotags are taken of impacts on scene by OER staff.
• OER manager works with Winnebago County GIS to create site mapping for use in field.



OER on scene staff continue to oversee contractor construction of trenches and berms.
American Fire Pump (AFP) request permission to use potential PFAS containing AFFF. 
USEPA and IEPA strongly advise against it but indicate if there is no other option then 
the Incident Commander can make that decision.
OER Staff notified OSC and AFP that water can be drawn from Rock River without a 
permit to aid in fire suppression.
OER Manager directs BOW/FOS to collect water samples from Rock River upstream 
and multiple downstream, and to plot sample locations with geotags. 



06/16/2021



06/16/2021

• AFP contractors state that the foam they will be using is non-fluorinated and that they have the chemist

who created it on site.

• OER staff is notified of AFP use of AFFF during early morning operations and again requested confirmation

that the foam was non-fluorinated.

• OER Staff on scene noted that a semi-truck shipment of AFFF arrived on site and there was no one to take

custody of it; this was after foam operations began in the day.

• OER Manager called the Incident Commander to inform him of the shipment and requested to speak to

AFP.

• AFP stated they were placing booms around the incident site to collect all AFFF that was being used and

stated that it was a non-PFAS containing foam.

• OER Manager receives word from OSFM that the initial foam used in operations was fluorinated.

• OER Manager coordinates with Winnebago County Public Health on determining any potential health

effects from smoke plume and alternative plans if the winds were to shift.



• BOL/FOS works with OER manager to determine soil and 
run-off locations for sampling.

• BOW/FOS is directed to take samples of Rock River, on-
scene frac tanks, WWTP, standing trench water, sanitary 
drains, and storm water drains within and around the 
incident site.

• OER field staff performs SCAT of Rock River.
• AFFF is discovered by OER staff emanating from 12 inch 

water intake hose on Rock River.
• OER Staff mobilized contractors to contain AFFF foam in 

river and to begin immediately vacuuming operations.
• OER Staff oversees the construction of a 3rd trench west of 

incident site. 
• OER Manager speaks with AFP to determine the amount 

water, fluorinated AFF, and non-fluorinated AFFF used on 
site to date.

• OER Manager speaks with fire marshal and relays 
information. 

• OER works with USEPA to perform continued site 
evaluations and review mobile air monitoring data. 

• IEPA and IEMA work on constructing mapping locations of 
all samples taken.

• OER staff oversee construction of sump pits for water run-
off. 

• OER Manager directs BOW/FOS to take samples of AFFF 
impacted portion of Rock River.

• OER Manager requests CST mobile laboratory to incident 
site. 

• CST mobilizes more personnel and assets to being with 
sampling in the area.

• Soil, water, and air sampling plans are created by IEPA, CST, 
USEPA, CTEH, Emergency Response, and Hepaco. 

• OER aids in developing wipe sampling locations for BOL 
and CST. 

• OER Manager coordinates emergency delivery of samples 
from incident site to labs in Springfield. 

• Overnight sample coordination by OER manager.

06/17/2021



06/18/2021

• Discussion with Winnebago County Department of Public Health. 
• Relay of sample results from OER Manager to IEMA, executive 

leadership and other stakeholders.
• OER on scene staff continue to monitor de-watering operations and 

site integrity. 
• SEOC stands down operations and hands over state authority to IEPA.
• Continued water and soil samples are taken by IEPA FOS.



06/19/2021 
& 
06/20/2021

• OER on scene staff indicates that scene has 
been given control to AFP.

• OER on scene staff states that there is a lack 
of communication with contractors on 
remediation operations.

• OER Manager speak with USEPA on 
additional assistance, if needed, and 
proposed future operations.

• Oversite of de-watering operations continue 
amid fire flare-ups.

• OER Manager has discussion with DLC, OER 
field staff, and AGO on current operations 
and lack of consultation from contractors. 



Noted Areas 
of Concern

• Lack of communication and coordination 
between incident commander and SEOC.

• Damage to sampling wells and pump-
and-treat system causes extended period 
where ground water is not treated.

• Mixed public messaging between local, 
county, and state entities in the early 
hours of incident.

• RP hired remediation contractors 
exhibited conflicting priorities when 
dealing with IEPA. 

• Imprecise air/soot/debris sampling plan 
was executed causing a delay in the 
publication of data to the public. 



U.S. EPA mobilized to the incident to perform air monitoring at the request of Illinois EPA.
Air monitoring was U.S. EPA’s primary focus.  However, throughout the incident, 
U.S. EPA conducted the following:

Air monitoring
Air Sampling
Surface Water Sampling
Identified a substantial threat of release of oil 
from compromised storage tanks to the Rock River.
Free Product sampling/fingerprint analysis.
Frac Tank sampling
Suspected Asbestos-containing material sampling
Submerged oil assessment.











Closeup of Label of one of three drums of AFFF used on site.



Initial IMAAC model 
showed Unhealthy 
levels of soot for 
approximately 100 
km from the facility.







Revised IMAAC 
model showed 
Unhealthy levels of 
soot for about 50 
km from the facility.



U.S. EPA contractors, the Illinois Civil Support Team, and the Illinois State Police deployed
DustTraks and AreaRAE monitors to conduct real-time air monitoring.





























Interceptor trenches seemed
Effective in catching fire-
Fighting foam.





Air Sampler (Summa 
Canister) being deployed
by U.S. EPA contractor.





Air monitoring at Rockton, IL Old Settlers Days.
Air monitoring continued throughout the duration 
Of the festival, except when severe weather made
It impossible to collect air monitoring data.



U.S. EPA Air Monitoring continued at and around the
Facility until the fire was completely extinguished. 



Air sampling results for VOCs showed acrolein above 
U.S. EPA’s Removal Management Level.



Air sampling results for TICs showed  2-ethyl-1-
Hexanol above U.S. EPA’s Removal Management 
Level.



Air sampling results for metals did not show any 
results above U.S. EPA’s Removal Management Level.



An Illinois licensed asbestos inspector was used to 
look at fire debris and submit any suspected ACM to a 
lab for analysis.  No asbestos was identified by the 
lab.



U.S. EPA conducted limited 
surface water sampling
on site and in the Rock River.
Although some detections 
Were identified from on-site
Trench samples, the liquids in
The trenches were vacuumed
Out and placed in frac tanks.















• 5 Frac Tanks were identified as being 

• Filled during and immediately after

• the application of AFFF.  Given the 

• High level of concern about the use

• Of AFFF, U.SEPA sampled these tanks

• For disposal parameters including 
PFAS.





Submerged 
oil 
investigation



Investigation did 
not reveal 
submerged oil 
from the incident.



Construction of berm to contain any potential releases of oil from damaged tanks near the Rock River.

The berm was 6 feet high, 50 feet wide and 250 feet long.  With the completion of the berm, U.S. EPA

determined that the threat of discharge of oil to the river was mitigated.



Chemtool Fire Response
June 2021
Rockton, IL 
• Issues:

• Lack of functional Unified Command at incident location.

• Former Beloit Corporation Superfund Site

• PFAS

• U.S. EPA Website bottleneck through OSC



Chemtool Fire Response
June 2021
Rockton, IL 

• Questions?



Chemtool Fire Response
June 2021
Rockton, IL 

Thank you to Illinois EPA OSCs 

Charles Curtis

Herman Lopez

Thank you to U.S. EPA OSCs

Robert Kondreck

Lauren McCarrell

Corey Peaslee

Matt Villicana

And Virtual Environmental Unit members from various agencies.


