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As more and more commercial builders embrace energy efficient, environmentally friendly construction standards, concerns are growing about protecting green buildings from fire.  After all, no one wants to go through the additional cost and regulatory steps required for green building if the structure burns to the ground because “un-green” fire protection measures were left out.  

The problem is that a lot of traditional fire protection measures really are not environmentally friendly.  Indeed, most fire retardant chemicals contain PBDEs, Polybrominated Diphenyl Ethers, compounds that have proven extremely harmful to humans.  For example, PBDEs were once used on mattresses to prevent smoke-related fires, but the practice stopped after PBDEs were found in the breast milk of mothers who slept on those mattresses.  This toxic chemical is in the process of being banned by construction regulators nationwide. 

As an alternative, many fire officials are telling commercial builders about new fire retardants that have proven to be environmentally friendly and highly effective in preventing fires before they start.

The Green Building Resource Guide defines green building materials as having at least one of the following characteristics: nontoxic; recycled content; resource efficient; long life cycle; or, environmentally conscious.  The new fire retardant compounds qualify under at least four of those criteria.

The new prevention materials concentrate on coating the frame and flesh of a building with a non-toxic compound that denies fuel to the flame. This encapsulation process can also cause unpreventable fires to burn more slowly, even transforming the nature of the smoke so that lung damage is less likely.  

These intumescent fire retardant coatings (IFRC) contain no PBDEs.  They are made of non-toxic compounds that have been deemed “food grade” by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  They do not emit the kind of dangerous fumes that can arise from traditional fire retardant-treated (FRT) lumber.  The new IFRC are also energy efficient because they allow the coated building materials to breathe without warping, another problem with FRT lumber.

Insurers Approve of New “Green” Coatings

Insurance executives are so confident in the new fire prevention products that, starting in October of this year, building multifamily housing with the use of specified prevention materials makes builders eligible for discounts on their permanent coverage through certain insurers.

The premium discounts are a testament to the insurance industry’s belief in the effectiveness of this new prevention system.  The system relies on one basic principle – instead of throwing water on a fire, stop it before it starts.  The new IFRC represent a crucial step forward for fighting fires because they not only save the lives of the occupants but preserve the green building.  Insurers, in turn, are betting that the IFRC will mean fewer claim payouts.

With lightweight building materials and construction methods used in green building, many green commercial projects are experiencing structural failure within minutes of a fire.  And, firefighting experts agree that the first six minutes of a fire are the most critical in terms of saving lives and getting the fire under control. 
Mold Is Not “Green”

In addition, the new fire prevention chemicals address another massive problem hitting the commercial building industry – mold.  Even though mold is one of the oldest organisms on the planet and sometimes it is colored green, mold is an enemy to green buildings.  It shoots spores into the air in an effort to replicate.  Though the scientific community is still researching the issue, thousands of cases across the country document the harm mold can cause to humans’ upper respiratory systems.

The same encapsulation process that protects No-Burn-treated building materials from fire has also been proven to resist mold growth.  Mold and fire need the same basic food source – the wood framing and paper-faced drywall installed in most homes.

Because mold exclusions now exist on builders’ traditional business policies, leaving them unprotected from mold-related homeowner lawsuits and remediation costs, many commercial builders are turning to the mold warranty available with use of No-Burn’s green coatings.  

The seven-year No-Burn Mold Warranty covers the builder for all areas treated with No-Burn MIH, one of the IFRC materials I mentioned before.  The warranty, covering the builder for up to $50,000 in mold remediation-related costs, is the only insurance-backed risk mitigation tool available.  

Builders of multifamily apartments and condominiums with eight units or less can be covered by the warranty.  Once we had established a market with single-family homes, expanding to multifamily made a lot of sense because mold’s financial impact is even higher.  After all, when you build a condo and mold breaks out, you have all the same problems times eight.

Just as important, the warranty improves the builders’ relationship with their customers, reassuring developers that their new multifamily project is mold-resistant and they won’t be on the hook for cleanup if the worst happens.  In that sense, the warranty separates the good builders from the best during the bidding process for new construction projects.    

I have heard of commercial builders so worried about mold liability that they are actually setting money aside specifically for potential future mold claim payments.  You should not have to create a costly ‘mold reserve’ to guard against claims, and the No-Burn Warranty eliminates the need for these kinds of extreme measures.

Beyond the ability to build a green structure that is fire and mold resistant, commercial builders are also attracted to the financial structure of the mold warranty.  To implement the No-Burn system, builders do not have to delay construction or fill out a change order.  A No-Burn specialist takes care of the paperwork and the product application, even meeting with the homeowner personally to gain approval. The cost of using No-Burn is added to the cost of the construction job, and builders enjoy an additional revenue source.

However, this warranty answers an even larger question.  We believe that a fundamental shift is needed in the way society understands the relationship between green building, fire prevention, and mold remediation.  We have made it our mission to show people that protecting against fires and cleaning up mold efficiently should be secondary to preventing those problems in the first place.  The science of it is simple – fire and mold need food to grow.  So instead of throwing your energy and money toward remediation or environmentally unfriendly chemicals, why not just take away the food source?  No-Burn products can be that first line of defense against fire and mold, by denying it a home inside your green building.
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