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FI REBLOCKI NG (FIREBLOCK)

Fireblocking is intended to slow the spread of fire in
concealed spaces. Fireblocking should be installed in
wali cavities to slow the spread of fire between stories,
and between the house and the attic. Fireblocking should
also be installed in concealed horizontal cavities that are
longer than 10 feet, and at the top and bottom of a flight
of stairs (Figure 1).

INSTALL BACKING OVER JOINTS
WHEN USING WOOD PANELS

OR PARTICLEBOARD

FIREBLOCK HORIZONTAL

FIRE SEPARATION
Fire separation between an attached garage and the
house, and between the attached g rage and its attic, is
usually provided by gypsum board (drywall).

DRAFTSTOPPING
Draftstopping is intended to contain smoke from a fire
within 

^n 
area of the building. Common examples of

where draftstopping should be installed are above a

suspended ceiling, and in floor trusses where habitable
space exists both above and below the trusses.

J, rrrroc,r tt E ANo Ft REsT.,Ps
SHOULI] BE INSTALLED AT EACH

AND BETWEEN THE TOP

ST0,RY AND THE ATflC,
STORY,

S EVERY 1O FT.

Fireblocking Stairs, Soffits, and Drop Ceilings
O 2015 Dream Home Consultants. LLC.

Figure I

FIRESTOP
A firestop is a material, such as a fire-rated spray foam or
caulk, that is used to fillthe space around a penetration
of a fire resistance-rated assembly (firewall). A fireblock
and afirestop provide the same function (slow the spread
of fire), which is why they are often used interchangeably.
Technically, however, they dre different.

FI RE RESISTANCE.RATED ASSEM BLY
(MoRE CoMMoNLY CALLED A FTREWALL)
A fire resistance-rated assembly is a wall that slows
the spread of fire between attached dwellings, such as

townhouses and two-family dwellings. Fire separation
between attached dwellings is provided by a fire resis-
tance-rated assembly.

REBLOCK
FIREBLOCK TOP

AND BOTTOM
LANDINGS
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Ihe Word: Fire Words

Fireblocking should be installed in long horizontal open
spaces and where wall cavities intersect long horizon-
tal open spaces. Drop soffits (for example, in kitchens
with 3O-inch-tall wall cabinets) are a common exam-
ple of where fireblocki4g should be installed (Figure
1). Double walls and long non-load-bearing headers
are other examples of where fireblocking should be
installed. Of course, these areas are often concealed
in finished houses, but you may be able to see them in
unfinished areas (Photo 3). You usually can see them
during a predrywall inspection (another reason why
predrywall inspections are essential) (Photo 4).

Common fireblocking materials include nominal 2-inch
thick dimensional lumber, two pieces of nominal 1-inch
thick dimensional lumber, nominal3/+-inchthick plywood
or oriented strand board (OSB), and at leas tl/z-inchthick
drywall. Unfaced mineralwool or fiberglass batt insula-
tion can work as a fireblocking material, but not as an air
sealing material. Ifbatt insulation is used for fireblocking,
there may still be a reportable insulation defect because

airwill flow easily through the insulation.

Photo 3, Fireblock double walls every 10 feet both, as shlwn rn the red box,

and also alonq the foundation,

Photo 4, This double-stud header rs longer than l0 feet and should be fireblocked near the center,

jo ASHI Reporter . JUNE 2020
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The Word: Fire Words

Photo B, PulLdown stairs are almost always wrlng in a garage,

Penetrations of the fire separation walls and ceilings are
common reportable defects. One of the most common
penetrations is the pull-down stairs to an attic above the
g rage (Photo 8). A few pull-down stairs are ratedfor fire
separation, but the vast majority arc not. Inspectors should
report these pull-down stairs and recommend action to
make the fire separation ceiling intact. By the way, if it's
a truss ceiling, be sure to check the truss bottom chords
to make sure that theywere not cutwhen the pull-down
stairs were installed (Photo 9).

Penetration of the fire separation walls and ceilings by
flexible HVAC ducts is another common problem in
parts of the countrywhere furnaces and air handlers are

installed in an attached garage. This is not allowed. Ducts
in the gra,ge should be approved sheet metal until the
duct penetrates the wall or ceiling, then it may transition
to flexible duct.

The space around penetrations of the fire separation walls
and ceilings should be filled with a fire-resistant sealant
such as foam or caulk. A metal escutcheon is frequently
used around combustion vents (Photo 10).

Houses with a drive-under gallge present a quandary for
inspectors. This situation is especiallyvexing when inspect-
ing houses that were built before fire separation require-
ments existed or were enforced.

Photo 9, Couldn't they have installed it between the chords and avoided an expensive repairT

ASHI Reporter . JUNE 2020
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Firewalls between dwellings should be continuous and
intact from the foundation to the roof sheathing. Apara-
pet wall that extends at least 30 inches above the roof is

required unless an exceptiorl applies. A common excep-
tion involves installing a Class C fire-rated roof covering
(fiberglass shingles usually comply) and installing fire-re-
tardant plywood, or %-inch Typ. X drywall,for 4 feet on
each side of the firewall.

Firewalls should be either one two-hour wall or two
one-hour walls. The walls should be intact except for elec-

trical receptacles and should not contain plumbing pipes
or HVAC ducts (Figure 2).

PARAPET WALL EXCEPTION: TWO ONE.HOUR FIREWALLS
NON.COMBUSTIBLE MATERIAL, OR ONE TWO.HOUR

FIRE-RETARDANT WOOD. OR F]REWALL FROM

Fire Separation in Townhouses
O 2020 Dream Home Consultants. LLC.

Figure 2

FI REWALL: TWO.FAM I LY DWELLI NGS

Each dwelling unit in a rwo-family dwelling should be sepa-

rated from the other by at least one one-hour firewall. If the
dwelling units are built on top of each other, then the walls
supporting the top unit should also be one-hour firewalls.

The firewalls should be continuous and intact from the
foundation to the ceiling if the dwellings are built side-
by-side. There is an exception that allows a draftstop in
the attic under certain conditions (Figure 3).

DRAFTSTOPPING
Whether or not draftstopping is installed is often notvisible
during a home inspection, so we often don't have to worry
about it. The most common visible place where draftstop-
ping may need to be installed is in an unfinished basement

that could become usable space.

Draftstopping is required when there is usable space

both above and below an open web floor truss system or a
suspended ceiling, and when the open area is more than
1,000 square feet. The most common draftstop materials
arelz-tnch drywall and3/e-inch wood structural panels.

;lg35iTL\r,:H'!?$[:,FoR

SUPPORTING CEILING

Fire Separation in Two-Family Buildings
O 2020 Dream Home Consultants. LLC.

ONE HOUR FIRE-RATED
CEILING FROM EXTERIOR
WALL TO EXTERIOR WALL

ONE HOUR FIREWALL
FOUNDATION TO ROOF

5/8 IN. TYPE X
DRYWALL CEILING PER R302.3

o*rr.roi[?R R302 12
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FLOOR SYSTEM FIRE PROTECTION
A relatively new and somewhat obscure IRC requirement
is to installl/z-inch drywall or other approved materi-
als on the underside of I-joists, open web floor trusses
and dimensional lumber that is smaller than 2 x 10. The
most common places where this may be required is in
basements and in crawlspaces that contain furnaces, heat
pump air handiers and *ur., heaters. This IRC require-
ment is not enforced in all jurisdictions, so you should
check with your local building oficial before reporting
this as a defect.

THE BOTTOM LINE
Fire safetprelated building components are important,
not only for occupants, but also for firefighters. Reducing
the opportunity for ignition, and slowing the spread of
fire and smoke gives occupants time to escape and makes

fighting the fire less risky for firefighters.

Some fire safety-related building components also have

a significant energy efficiency impact. Air exchange
between conditioned and unconditioned space can have

a significant negative impact on energy efficiency. This
negative impact can be greater than having no insula-
tion at all.

Between fire safety and energy efficiency, home inspectors
perform a significant service by looking for and reporting
defects in fire safet5related building components. Your
clients, first responders and the planet will thank you.

MEM0 T0 VULCAN, G0D 0F FIBE: The Word does not reside

on Mt,0lympus (just at its base) and welcomes other
viewpoints, Send your lightning bolts or emails to

Bru ce @D re a m H o m eCo n su lta nts,co m.

The Word thanks firefighter Matt Jacoby for reviewing this article,


