
From: Jeffrey Smith  
Subject: RE: Vinyl siding background information

Date: October 25, 2016 at 3:35 PM
To: Thompson, Tisha (NBCUniversal), Yarborough, Rick (NBCUniversal) 

Tisha	and	Rick,

We’re	looking	forward	to	seeing	you	10	a.m.,	Friday,	at	our	offices	at	1201	15th	St.,	NW,	Suite	220.

So	we	can	make	best	use	of	that	Dme,	we	had	a	few	quesDons	and	comments	and	some
addiDonal	background	material	to	share:

· Can	you	tell	us	who	else	will	have	on-camera	interviews?	We	can	only	talk	about	vinyl
siding,	not	other	building	products,	but	we	can	refer	you	to	other	industry	experts	if
needed.

· Other	than	the	UL	report,	are	there	any	studies	or	other	material	you	will	be	ciDng	that
we	can	look	at	before	the	interview	to	have	a	proper	response?

· We’re	assuming	there	will	be	no	props	or	demonstraDons	during	the	interview,	correct?
· As	you	know,	Kate	has	another	appointment	Friday	morning,	so	we’ll	need	to	conclude

the	interview	by	10:30	a.m.,	which	should	give	us	plenty	of	Dme.	Can	you	please	confirm?
· The	fire	safety	characterisDcs	of	individual	materials	used	in	the	building	envelope	need

to	be	understood	within	the	context	of	the	enDre	building.	Because	this	is	a	complicated
issue	and	is	oUen	misunderstood,	we	want	to	assist	you	in	presenDng	an	accurate
assessment	of	building	materials	to	your	viewers	by	providing	substanDated	facts	on	vinyl
siding	and	fire	safety,	residenDal	construcDon	consideraDons,	industry	response	to	flawed
methodology	of	the	UL	report	you	cite,	and	efforts	to	reduce	the	incidence	of	residenDal
fires.

	Fire	safety	characteris-cs	of	vinyl	siding
· Vinyl,	also	known	as	PVC	or	polyvinyl	chloride,	starts	with	two	simple	building	blocks:

chlorine	(57%)	from	common	salt	and	ethylene	(43%)	from	natural	gas.	While	all	organic
materials	(that	is,	anything	containing	carbon)	will	ignite	if	exposed	to	a	high	enough
temperature,	vinyl	siding	is	more	difficult	than	many	other	building	materials	to	ignite
due	to	its	chlorine	base.	This	means	vinyl	siding	won’t	ignite,	even	from	another	flame,
unDl	it	reaches	about	730°F	(387°C),	and	will	not	self-ignite	unDl	850°F	(454°C).	Those
igniDon	temperatures	are	significantly	higher	than	common	framing	lumber	and	wood
exterior	wall	covering,	which	ignites	from	a	flame	at	500°F	(260°C)	and	self-ignites	at
770°F	(410°C).

· Even	if	ignited,	vinyl	siding	burns	more	slowly	than	wood.	(A	detailed	explanaDon	on
ASTM	E84	test	methods	and	results	can	be	found	here.)

· Tests	show	that	vinyl	siding	needs	unusually	high	amounts	of	oxygen	to	burn	and	stay
burning.	It	will	not	independently	sustain	combusDon	in	air	with	a	normal	concentraDon
of	oxygen	(about	21	percent)	—	so	it	exDnguishes	relaDvely	easily.

Residen-al	construc-on	considera-ons
· All	combusDble	materials	will	burn,	especially	wood;	the	difference	is	only	a	mager	of

degree,	and	it	is	oUen	not	as	great	a	difference	as	one	might	suppose.
· That	said,	claddings	of	any	type	are	rarely	a	factor	in	residenDal	fires.	According	to	the

NaDonal	Fire	ProtecDon	AssociaDon,	only	4	percent	of	all	residenDal	fires	start	on	the
outside	of	the	structure,	but	do	not	necessarily	originate	with	the	exterior	cladding.
Fewer	than	2	percent	of	house	fires	originate	with	the	exterior	wall	surface,	and	fewer
than	3	percent	of	all	fires	go	beyond	the	structure	of	origin.	The	most	common	areas	that



than	3	percent	of	all	fires	go	beyond	the	structure	of	origin.	The	most	common	areas	that
produce	fires	are	the	kitchen,	bedroom,	and	living	room,	and	most	fires	(69	percent)
never	leave	the	room	of	origin.

· Because	house	fires	can	and	do	happen,	a	focus	of	residenDal	construcDon	needs
to	be	limiDng	the	spread	of	fire	to	criDcal	areas,	such	as	eaves,	which	may	allow
fire	to	spread	from	the	exterior	wall	to	the	aic.

· One	approach	would	be	to	“harden”	the	interface	between	the	exterior	wall	and	the	aic
so	that	fire	cannot	spread	so	readily	into	the	aic.	This	would	be	consistent	with	the
overall	fire	protecDon	strategy	for	combusDble	buildings,	which	is	to	compartmentalize
fire	so	that	it	cannot	readily	spread	to	different	areas	of	the	building,	while	sDll	providing
necessary	funcDons	such	as	venDlaDon.

· Standards	need	to	set	performance	criteria	to	support	innovaDon	and	consumer	choice
that	do	not	unnecessarily	limit	design	and	affordability	factors.

Industry	response	to	the	flawed	methodology	of	the	U.L.	Report	
The	U.L.	report,	Study	of	Residen.al	A2c	Fire	Mi.ga.on	Tac.cs	and	Exterior	Fire	Spread	Hazards
on	Fire	Fighter	Safety	and	associated	video	modules	that	suggest	that	construcDon	using	wood
sheathing	provides	a	significant	advantage	over	other	sheathings	are	misleading	due	to	flawed
methodology.	For	instance,	the	UL	tests	used	an	unusually	high-energy	igniDon	source	and
atypical	plywood	sheathing	rather	than	the	more	common	OSB	sheathing.	When	properly
controlled	tests	are	done,	the	differences	between	the	use	of	plasDcs	and	wood	are	less
significant	or	non-existent.

The	technical	deficiencies	were	so	egregious	that	representaDves	of	the	Vinyl	Siding	InsDtute
(VSI),	the	NaDonal	AssociaDon	of	Home	Builders	(NAHB),	the	Extruded	Polystyrene	Foam
AssociaDon	(XPSA),	the	Expanded	Polystyrene	(EPS)	Industry	Alliance,	the	Exterior	InsulaDon	and
Finish	System	(EIFS)	Industry	Members	AssociaDon,	and	the	Vinyl	InsDtute	(VI)	signed	a	joint
leger	in	February,	2016,	requesDng	that	UL	promptly	remove	the	report	and	related	wall
assembly	training	videos	from	the	UL	website,	UL’s	YouTube	channel	and	other	UL	forums.

Detailed	examples	of	technical	deficiencies	pointed	out	in	the	UL	report	included:
· Wall	assemblies	used:	A	majority	of	the	test	assemblies	(18	of	32,	or	56%)	incorporated	vinyl

siding,	yet	according	to	staDsDcs	included	in	the	report	23%	of	new	homes	use	brick	veneer,
23%	use	stucco,	and	18%	use	fiber	cement	siding.	Baseline	tests	of	individual	wall	materials
were	not	conducted,	rather	wall	assemblies	with	select	combinaDons	of	siding,	sheathing	and
insulaDon	were	chosen	to	be	tested	for	fire	performance.	The	report	then	proceeds	to
inappropriately	draw	conclusions	about	the	“most	hazardous”	wall	assemblies,	without
addressing	the	other	commonly	used	wall	assemblies.

· Test	fire	methodology:	The	fire	burner	used	as	an	igniDon	source	did	not	comply	with	any
established	ASTM	or	UL	standard.	Further,	in	several	tests	a	gas	grill	was	placed	directly
against	a	wall	assembly	to	evaluate	wall	performance	when	exposed	to	a	grill	fire.	Such	direct
contact	is	unlikely	to	occur	in	reality	as	it	would	be	impossible	to	open	the	cover	of	a	typical
gas	grill	pushed	that	close	to	the	wall.

· Improper,	non-representa-ve	choice	of	sheathing	made:	Plywood	was	improperly	selected
as	the	representaDve	sheathing,	yet	significantly	more	buildings	are	sheathed	with	oriented
strand	board	(OSB)	than	plywood.		It	is	well	documented	in	tesDng	that	plywood	has	a
significantly	different	fire	response	than	OSB	under	similar	condiDons,	and	the	report	failed	to



significantly	different	fire	response	than	OSB	under	similar	condiDons,	and	the	report	failed	to
control	for	or	recognize	this	disDncDon.	

· Incomplete	test	observa-ons	reported:	Test	notes	frequently	fail	to	report	significant
developments	in	fire	progression	and	the	relaDve	contribuDon	of	siding	and	sheathing.	This
gives	a	misleading	impression	of	the	dynamics	of	fire	growth.

· Unfounded	conclusions	and	disparaging	characteriza-ons	offered:	The	“Most	Hazardous
Wall	Assemblies”	secDon	agempts	to	draw	value-laden	generalizaDons	about	specific	building
materials	and	wall	assemblies,	and	applies	a	disparaging	label	to	them.	These	conclusions	are,
at	best,	premature,	as	they	are	based	on	a	flawed	methodology,	cited	in	part	above.
Furthermore,	they	fail	to	put	these	assemblies	into	an	overall	context	of	the	fire	risk
associated	with	single-family	residenDal	(Type	V)	construcDon,	and	erroneously	imply	that
these	specific	assemblies	are	uniquely	hazardous	while	other	wall	assemblies	are	less
hazardous.

In	addiDon	to	these	issues,	the	agached	report	also	highlights	staDsDcs	and	informaDon	related
to	exterior	fire	and	fire	spread,	which	is	a	large	part	of	the	study’s	focus.	Many	statements	in	the
UL	study	are	contrary	to	the	trends	and	characterisDcs	of	the	fire	staDsDcs	which	are	collected
under	the	NaDonal	Fire	Incident	ReporDng	System	(NFIRS)	program	run	by	the	United	State	Fire
AdministraDon	(USFA).	Ironically,	USFA	is	part	of	the	same	the	same	agency	that	provided	grant
funding	for	the	UL	report.

Efforts	to	reduce	the	incidence	of	residen-al	fires
Over	the	past	year,	VSI	has	worked	closely	with	Chief	Brower,	other	fire	service	members,	and
other	material	stakeholders	to	study	recent	trends	in	suburban	fires.	Our	focus	has	been	on
working	cooperaDvely	to	idenDfy	appropriate	acDons	that	can	be	taken	to	accurately	and
effecDvely	address	correctable	fire	safety	issues,	such	as	the	use	of	combusDble	mulch	and
smoker	habits,	and	on	ways	to	limit	fire	spread	into	the	building	interior.	We	have	met	on	a
regular	basis	and	expect	to	conDnue	seeking	effecDve	methods	for	reducing	property	damage
and	risks	to	building	occupants	and	firefighters.

Please	let	me	know	if	you	have	any	quesDons.

Best	regards,

Jeff

From:	Thompson,	Tisha	(NBCUniversal)	Sent:	Thursday,	October	20,	2016	6:21	
PM
To:	Jeffrey	Smith	;	Yarborough,	Rick	(NBCUniversal) 	Thompson,	Tisha	
(NBCUniversal)
Subject:	RE:	Vinyl	siding	background	informaDon

Sounds	good	–	thanks!

From: Jeffrey Smith  



From: Jeffrey Smith
Sent: Thursday, October 20, 2016 6:21 PM
To: Thompson, Tisha (NBCUniversal)
Subject: RE: Vinyl siding background information

Hi	Tisha,	Thanks	for	geing	back	to	me.	I’ll	check	schedules	and	propose	a	couple	of	Dmes.

Talk	to	you	soon.

Jeff

From:	Thompson,	Tisha	(NBCUniversal)	
Sent:	Thursday,	October	20,	2016	5:20	PM
To:	Jeffrey	Smith;	Yarborough,	Rick	(NBCUniversal);	Thompson,	Tisha	(NBCUniversal)

Subject:	RE:	Vinyl	siding	background	informaDon

Hi	Jeff	–

Thank	you	so	much	for	reaching	out	–	really	appreciate	it.

We	are	puing	together	a	story	about	how	quickly	local	firefighters	say	some	of	the	homes	are 
catching	fire	in	our	fastest-growing	counDes.	As	part	of	our	reporDng,	we	interviewed	the	folks	
at Underwriters	Laboratories	about	their	“Study	of	ResidenDal	Aic	Fire	MiDgaDon	TacDcs	and 
Exterior	Fire	Spread	Hazards	on	Fire	Fighter	Safety,”	where	we	discussed	the	different	types	of 
building	materials	they	used	in	their	demonstraDons.

As	you	are	probably	aware,	in	their	study	the	combinaDon	of	vinyl	siding	and	polystyrene	board 
can	someDmes	lead	to	an	aic	fire	in	less	than	three	minutes,	which,	according	to	every	fire 
expert	we’ve	interviewed,	doesn’t	leave	enough	Dme	for	a	fire	truck	get	to	the	scene.	In	the 
study,	the	combinaDon	of	vinyl	siding	and	spray	foam	takes	less	than	11	minutes	to	become	an 
aic	fire,	which	is	about	the	amount	of	Dme	it	takes	most	fire	crews,	when	everything	goes	right, 
to	arrive	on	the	scene	to	a	fire.	The	combinaDon	of	vinyl	siding	and	½”	OSB	board	transiDons	to 
an	aic	fire	within	25	minutes,	which	our	fire	experts	say	is	plenty	of	Dme	for	the	typical	crew	to 
respond	to	the	scene.

We’ve	also	interviewed	the	fire	chief	in	Loudoun	County	about	a	host	of	fire	safety	issues, 
including	a	number	of	recent	fires	involving	homes	with	vinyl	siding	that	have	caught	fire	so 
quickly,	the	homes	were	engulfed	before	their	crews	could	get	there.	He	doesn’t	point	the	finger 
specifically	at	“vinyl	siding”	but	rather	at	what	he	refers	to	as	low-cost	and	energy-efficient 
building	materials,	which	include	a	combinaDon	of	vinyl	siding	and	those	different	types	of 
insulaDon	I	menDoned	above.	He	made	special	menDon	of	a	very	serious	fire	involving	a	home 
parDally	clad	in	vinyl	siding	that	went	up	so	quickly,	it	trapped	four	of	his	firefighters	in	2012	–	all 	
received	bad	burns	–	one	was	burnt	so	badly	he	was	forced	to	reDre	on	disability.



We	have	spoken	with	other	fire	chiefs	in	other	jurisdicDons	in	our	area	with	similar	concerns.

I	obviously	would	like	to	schedule	an	on-camera	interview	with	someone	represenDng	vinyl	siding
about	the	pros	and	cons	of	the	building	material	and	what	soluDons,	if	any,	you	have	taken	or
would	proposed	to	help	prevent	aic	fires.	The	fire	chiefs	say	the	combinaDon	of	vinyl	siding	and
energy-efficient	insulaDon	is	presenDng	real	challenges	for	them.	We	are	obviously	going	to	reach
out	to	the	insulaDon	industry	and	the	Virginia	Home	Builders	AssociaDon	as	well.	We	would	also
like	to	get	some	numbers	on	how	many	homes	in	our	region	have	been	built	using	vinyl	siding	–
anecdotally	it	feels	like	most	new	homes	use	it	–	but	would	love	some	real	data	on	it.	If	you	had
it,	we	would	be	very	interested	in	what	percentage	of	those	homes	use	the	different	types	of
insulaDon.	If	this	is	not	data	you	keep,	please	let	me	know	the	best	resource.

Would	love	to	schedule	an	interview	next	week	if	possible.	I’m	already	booked	on	Tuesday
aUernoon	and	Friday	aUernoon	–	but	other	that	–	we	should	be	able	to	work	with	your	schedule.

Thanks	so	much,

Tisha

TISHA THOMPSON 
Investigative Reporter 

4001 Nebraska Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20016 

website |  vCard |  map |  email

Follow me on Twitter at  @TishaOnTV

From: Jeffrey Smith
Sent: Thursday, October 20, 2016 10:47 AM
To: Thompson, Tisha (NBCUniversal)
Subject: RE: Vinyl siding background information

Hello	again.	Just	wanted	to	follow	up	to	see	if	there	was	any	other	informaDon	we	could	provide.

Thanks.

From:	Jeffrey	Smith	
Sent:	Monday,	October	17,	2016	1:21	PM
To:	 'Tisha.thompson@nbcuni.com'	
Subject:	Vinyl	siding	background	informaDon



Good afternoon Ms. Thompson,

As a representative of the Vinyl Siding Institute (VSI), the trade association for vinyl
siding manufacturers and their suppliers, I am writing to offer you this background
information on the fire performance of vinyl siding for the piece you are planning that we
heard about from Loudoun County’s Chief Keith Brower.

One of VSI’s missions is to work on developing codes and standards that help
continuously improve residential construction, which includes fire safety. Over the past
year, we have worked closely with Chief Brower, other fire service members, and other
material stakeholders to study recent trends in suburban fires. Our focus has been not
only how the codes address fire issues, but how the codes may need to address related
issues, such as the use of combustible mulch and changes in smoker habits.

If you have any specific questions about fire safety based on your conversation with Chief
Brower, I’d be happy to arrange an interview with our president or our vice president of
code and regulatory issues.

Best regards,

Jeffrey A. Smith 
Communications Director 
Vinyl Siding Institute
1201 15th St., NW, #220 
Washington, DC 20005 
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