Halon fire extinguishers:  Copied from H3R's website's copy of magazine

What Is This Stuff?

     Halon is a halogenated hydrocarbon, consisting of a potpourri of carbon, fluorine, chlorine and bromine. It's stored as a liquefied gas in the extinguisher and comes in several varieties denoted by four-digit names, such as Halon 1211 and Halon 1301. (for the curious, those numbers signify the number of carbon, fluorine, chlorine and bromine atoms      present in each molecule of the agent.) 

     Halon 1211 is what's known as a "streaming agent," because when discharged, it shoots out in a stream of mostly liquid. Halon 1301 is a "flooding agent" and discharges mostly as a gas, giving better penetration into compact areas such as those under the panel. 

     Halon 1301 is less prone than Halon 1211 to making undesirable decomposition products in an enclosed space. These variants of Halon have different properties but both are very effective in interrupting combustion, as opposed to smothering the fire, as other agents do. Also, Halon leaves no residue to corrode avionics or airframes. 

     The downside of Halon is that it and CFCs were the subject of a 1987 United Nations protocol signed by the United States and nearly 100 other nations, which essentially banned production of Halon for most purposes by the year 2000. In November 1992, that cutoff was accelerated to January 1994 with a more than $40 per pound excise tax on the Halon being imposed here in the U.S. 

     The only Halon sources today are from existing first-run stocks and recycled material collected from old fire extinguishing systems in aircraft, computer rooms, libraries, etc. At least aviation is permitted to continue to use Halon "until further notice," because the United Nations has recognized that no effective substitute agents for firefighting in aircraft yet exist. Heavy Halon users such as the military and airlines, where Halon-charged systems protect engine, lavatory and cargo compartments are scrambling for an effective replacement agent. 

     Where To Get It

     Most of the aviation discount houses carry what we learned is about the only remaining type of Halon extinguisher easily available to pilots. It's made by Incendex International, Inc. of Montreal, Canada, and is filled with a mix of Halon 1211 and 1301 called Halonaire.

     It's UL rated as 5B:C, although the box says it's suitable for Class A fires, too. Street prices are about $80 for a 2 1/2 pound extinguisher and $50 dollars for a smaller unit. Go for the larger size, it's not that big and you surely don't want to run out if smoke and flames threaten. 

     Although we would prefer to see a directable hose attached to the extinguisher to permit aiming the discharge at the fire while holding the bottle upright (as the instructions direct), this extinguisher put out a robust stream of the gas/liquid mixture. We're sure it would reach up under the panel, if need be. 

     The distributor of the Incendex Halon extinguisher, The Saber Group (now known as H3R, Inc. 1-800-249-4289) in San Francisco, says the extinguisher has a 20-year shelf life, with interim maintenance consisting of a monthly inspection to ensure that the nozzle is unobstructed. To check the contents, you can either heft the unit, or weigh it, to see if it's      the same weight as when new. It's non-refillable, according to the distributor and manufacturer, but the 20-year shelf life should largely preclude the need for refilling to maintain a full charge. 

     If you have a Halon extinguisher now and you either used it or the gauge/hefting test says that it needs to be refilled, take it down to the nearest fire extinguisher services shop.

     Chances are good that one with a metal valve/trigger assembly can be refilled with recycled agent and basically overhauled with replacement of the rings and seals for about $40 per pound of agent used. Many shops won't recharge similar units with plastic valves/triggers, but some will, and there isn't any harm in asking around. 

     Current stocks of Halon at many aviation supply houses are reported to be good and will probably last for some time. (One supplier told us that there were literally hundreds of the Incendex bottles in stock.) 

     We were unable to track down Incendex and were told by one source that it's still in business while another said it has been liquidated. In any case, current stocks must last until a manufacturer comes forward or a suitable replacement is found. Panic isn't in order but it makes sense to buy sooner rather than later as prices will continue to escalate. 

     *by J. Scott Dyer a freelance writer, attorney and aircraft owner.
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