
AUSTIN, Texas — Seventeen people in Texas have died in fires so far this year, 
according to the US Fire Administration. But there's one thing you may not have 
thought about that may make the di�erence between life and death if your home 
catches fire -- what your home is made of.

A 2008 Loudon County, Virginia fire was a textbook case of what can go wrong if 
your home is built with vinyl siding. Seven firefighters were hurt -- four of them 
seriously burned -- after they were trapped on the second floor during flashover.

“The emergency responders are looking at a fire that grows much more rapidly 
than traditional fires,” said Je�rey Shapiro, a fire protection engineer with Lake 
Travis Fire Rescue. “Firefighters have learned through experience that fires that 
involve more combustible exterior materials are growing much more rapidly than 
they used to.”

That’s exactly what investigators looking into the Loudon County fire found. A 
cigarette on the back deck started the fire. When the flames ignited the home’s 
vinyl siding, they traveled quickly into the attic.

“You can have an attic fire in less than 2 minutes from ignition,” said Steve Kerber, 
with the Underwriters Laboratories Firefighter Safety Research Institute. He 
conducted a landmark study for UL, comparing how quickly homes constructed 
from di�erent materials ignited and the flames spread.

“Used to have 17 minutes to get out of your house,” he said. The materials that 
went up in flames the fastest were vinyl siding over a foam insulation. “Seventeen 
minutes is down to three, and if you're asleep, three minutes is not a lot of time to 
get out of your home,” he said.

That's alarming to central Texas firefighters, who have seen it on the job. “The 
vinyl catches fire much more rapidly, because it is a plastic product, “said Lake 
Travis Fire Rescue Asst. Chief Rick Tess. He’s been fighting fires for four decades. 
Even though some statistics say fires that begin on a home's exterior make up 
just ten percent of fires nationally, wildfires, like the Hidden Pines Fire in Bastrop 
County a little over a year ago, are a real concern around Austin. “Because of 
flying embers, if it doesn't start at the grass or shrubbery right next to the house 
and catch the vinyl,” Asst. Chief Tess said.

The Underwriters Laboratories study was aimed at firefighters. Shapiro says not a 
lot of homeowners realize how fast their homes could go up in flames. “With all 
the synthetic materials and the speed in which those materials burn, new homes 
are not safer than older homes.”

Old or new, what you want is an exterior that does not catch fire easily. “You want 
a noncombustible material, such as a brick or a stucco,” Shapiro said.
CBS Austin reached out to some local homebuilders to get their take on vinyl 
siding and fire prevention during home construction. We either received no 
response or requests for an interview were declined.

IRRESPONSIBLE: Invoking 
these unrelated tragic events 
in a story about vinyl siding 
safety is dishonest and 
deceives readers.

FALSE: the official 210-page 
report cites other factors for 
endangering the firefighters.1

REALLY?  The reporter draws 
this conclusion from a single 
fire that took place nine years 
ago roughly 1,500 miles away 
from Austin, TX.

OMITTED: Vinyl siding is more 
difficult to ignite and burns 
slower than many other 
building materials, including 
wood.2

Other factors were to blame.

FLAWED STUDY. UL’s own 
advisory group disputed this 
report and urged UL not to 
release it due to the study’s 
unreliable methodology. UL 
ignored it. 

FALSE: Again, vinyl burns more 
slowly than wood.

BIASED: KEYE didn’t reach 
out to us, and failed to include 
any industry perspective in this 
story, which was already 
publicly available.” 3

1. 2008 Loudoun 210-page report https://www.loudoun.gov/documentcenter/view/23388
2. http://www.csemag.com/single-article/testing-burn-characteristics-via-astm-e84/b0b2538c7a824902fa50407d9aa23cec.html
3. http://vinylverified.com/blog/2016/11/21/nbc4-misleads-viewers-on-vinyl-siding

Loudoun

DISCREDITED

Loudoun

Why didn’t they 
talk to the 

foam insulation 
industry?


