
Burning the Flag
When the United States flag (Old Glory) 
becomes worn, torn, faded or badly 
soiled, it is time to replace it with a new 
flag. The old flag should be “retired” with 
all the dignity and respect befitting our 
nation’s flag. The traditional method of 
retirement is to incinerate the flag, but 
this does not mean that one should sim-
ply drop the entire flag (intact) into a fire.

A flag ceases to be a flag when it is cut into 
pieces. In addition, it is easier to completely 
incinerate the flag, if it is cut into smaller 
pieces. A flag should never be torn up like 
an old bed sheet. It should be cut up with 
scissors or shears in a methodical manner. 
The corners of the flag should be stretched 
out over a table top and someone should 
cut the flag in half, vertically (be careful not 
to cut up the blue star field (see the figure). 
Then, place the two halves together and cut 
them in half, horizontally. You will end up 
with four pieces of flag, one being the blue 
star field.

The reason we do not cut the blue star field 
is it represents the union of the fifty states 
and one should never let the union be 
broken.

While the Scouts are performing the flag 
dissection, other Scouts should start and 
tend a medium size, wood fire (preferably in 
a metal drum or incinerator). Once the flag 
remnants and fire are ready, you perform the 
following ceremony. The Scouts maintain a 
vigil over the fire until all traces of the flag 
remnants are destroyed. Then, the fire is 
extinguished and the ashes are buried. The 
burial can be completed with a moment of 
silence while taps is played by a bugler.

NOTE: Before accepting a flag for retire-
ment, the recipient should obtain information 
about its history. For example: Where has 
it flown? How long? Any memorable events 
happen at that site? This information should 
be used in the ceremony.

Flag Retirement Script
Adult Leader: The U.S. flag is more than 
just some brightly colored cloth... it is a sym-
bol of our nation.

Scout #1: Seven red stripes and six white 
strips; together they represent the original 
13 colonies that gained us liberty.

Scout #2: The red stripes remind us of the 
lifeblood of brave men and women who 
were ready to die for this, their country.

Scout #3: The white stripes remind us of 
purity and cleanliness of purpose, thought, 
word and deed.

Scout #4: The blue is for truth and justice, 
like the eternal blue of the star-filled heav-
ens.

Scout #5: The stars represent the fifty sov-
ereign states of our union.

Adult Leader or SPL: The U.S. flag should 
be treated with respect when it’s flying, and 
it should be treated with respect when it’s 
being retired.

Scout #6: The American Creed states, “it is 
my duty to my country to love it, to respect 
its Constitution, to obey its laws, to respect 
its flag, and to defend it against all enemies.”

Scout #7: Therefore, we retire flags with 
dignity and respect when they become worn, 
torn, faded, or badly soiled.

Adult Leader or SPL: This flag is ready to 
be retired. Its history is as follows:

   First Raised (when):

   At (location):

   Memorable event or fact:

Scout #8: A flag ceases to be a flag when 
it is cut into pieces. We cut the flag into four 
pieces: three red and white striped banners 
and the blue star field. We leave the blue 
field intact because no one should ever let 
the union be broken.

Adult Leader or SPL: As the parts of the 
flag are placed in the fire remember... Old 
Flags never die, they just get fired up!

The Scouts will maintain a vigil over the fire 
until no traces of the flag remnants remain. 
Then the ashes will be collected and buried.

Adult Leader or SPL: This concludes this 
ceremony. Thank you for attending.

Flag Recycling
Instead of burning flags, recycling has 
become increasingly common due to the 
hazardous gases created when burning 
a nylon (petroleum product) flag. Origi-
nally, flags were made of cotton or wool.
Fortunately, a new nylon recycling process 
is in use that converts virtually 100% of a 
nylon flag back into virgin grade nylon 
material which can be made into another 
new American flag.

When it comes time to dispose of an Ameri-
can flag, you should have the right to select 
burning or recycling by marking the white 
canvas header accordingly. Nylon flags 
marked “RECYCLE” on the canvas header 
will be respectfully accumulated 
as are those to be burned. The resulting ma-
terial will be targeted for the manufacturing 
of virgin nylon fabric for the exclusive use of 
making American flags.

Do an internet search for “flag recycling” for 
a program near you.

Historical Fact:
American flags have been recycled for 
years. In the 1800’s and 1900’s people 
would often take two worn cotton or wool 
flags and patch them together to make one 
presentable flag. Even today, large flags are 
trimmed, folded, re-stitched and patched to 
extend its life.
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