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None of the exceptions proposed in Massachusetts would allow for high rises to be built using the type of

highly flammable skin, or cladding, found in the Grenfell Tower in London where 79 people perished June 14.
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Massachusetts officials say state regulations effectively ban the use of highly flammable material in

high rises that is being linked to the rapid spread of a deadly fire at a London apartment tower.

Exterior wall materials used in Massachusetts buildings taller than 40 feet must pass fire-safety

testing, in accordance with the state’s building code, officials said. The state code is based on national

standards, and regulators in the United States have required such testing since 1998.

Several news reports said Massachusetts recently scaled

back such testing regulations that would have allowed such

building materials. But state officials said that is not the

case.

“The Massachusetts Board of Building Regulations and

Standards takes its responsibility to protect the citizens of

the Commonwealth seriously and to ensuring that all

buildings are safe and meet the proper building code

requirements,” said a statement from Chris Goetcheus, a

spokesman for the state’s Division of Professional Licensure.
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The state’s building code right now matches the national standards for fire-safety testing of high rises.

State officials are working to update Massachusetts’ building code, and the proposed revisions would

allow builders to forgo fire-related testing in some cases that national standards don’t allow for.

However, none of the exceptions would allow for high rises to be built using the type of highly

flammable skin, or cladding, found in the 24-story Grenfell Tower where at least 80 people perished

June 14.

Sign Up

http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjss2d_xkbwSvdFGpsfOiCvoLwFxpRVrHSD1_2aTSepaq4oqfJiDAeJlqSxEljWMXMNNRrh13NdTGVAKUQf_Fst899TUyyqOOih9xaHX2EcLDzFWD99iRPC62Pwrjrngw_Us89Vb_MLfF_SssbQIBjN7iom6cHMz4uCsuuLZPGiE6nMKeI-FvlnJWcqQlETsYWIduy9G0FEP_pS0X3lRg5abPiNwtlphDeeQ_d1tHouhd1dCz4UgFp0PW-npc&sig=Cg0ArKJSzBQThNpAooip&adurl=http://www.boston.com/newsletters/boston-traveler
https://www.bostonglobe.com/news/world/2017/06/25/list-british-towers-failing-safety-tests-rises/KXaeRyE9GwxRfnhJnGkxGM/story.html
http://www.npr.org/2017/06/24/534100561/some-u-s-states-relax-restrictions-on-cladding-suspected-in-grenfell-tower-fire
http://www.fox25boston.com/news/mass-building-codes-reportedly-allow-material-suspected-in-fatal-london-fire/540534372
http://www.mass.gov/eopss/docs/dps/buildingcode/inf4/intro-9th-ed-ma-amendments-7-28-16-final.pdf
http://www.mass.gov/eopss/docs/dps/agendas/building-division/board-of-building-regulations-and-standards/bbrs-base-code-amendments-revised-2-14-17.pdf
https://www.bostonglobe.com/news/world/2017/06/19/death-toll-rises-again-london-high-rise-fire/0Gd4wgVPjDNaJuYi0QNruJ/story.html


Mass. rules bar building skin linked to London high-rise fire - The Boston Globe

https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2017/06/28/mass-rules-bar-building-skin-linked-london-high-rises-fire/cYAN4JGSlKisbBDeh2O0jM/story.html[8/5/2017 5:24:37 PM]

One of the proposed exceptions to testing in Massachusetts

would apply only to buildings shorter than about seven

stories (the height cut-off for what regulators consider to be

high rises). And it would only exempt those shorter

buildings from testing if they are equipped with an

automatic sprinkler system throughout that meets a certain

set of standards.

The other exception to testing would apply to high rises, as

well as some shorter buildings, but only ones with exterior

walls constructed of noncombustible materials — such as glass, concrete, or steel. And it would only

exempt those buildings from testing if they meet a set of fire-blocking standards.

Fire experts said proposals to amend local building codes in ways that deviate from national

standards can raise questions.

“For an organization like us, our antenna [goes] up,” said Robert Solomon, fire protection engineer at

the National Fire Protection Association, which sets the standard for testing building materials.

But that doesn’t necessarily mean the proposals would make buildings more dangerous. Local

jurisdictions make code amendments all the time for a wide range of reasons.

“This is a proposal that clearly someone has studied and is considered to be an alternative method of

protection,” said Rob Neale, vice president for fire service activities at the International Code Council,

the organization that oversees national building code standards.

Richard MacKinnon Jr., president of the Professional Fire Fighters of Massachusetts labor union,

said he did not think the proposed exceptions would increase the risk of fires spreading more quickly.

“I don’t see it as an issue,” he said by phone.

Experts said there are several reasons why fire-related building code rules are generally less

restrictive for shorter buildings than they are for taller buildings and high rises.

For one, the ladders, hoses, and other equipment firefighters use to try to contain fires can reach
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lower structures more easily. Shorter buildings are also easier to evacuate and tend to hold fewer

people.

Cost considerations might also come into play. Testing the flammability of exterior wall materials can

be expensive — in the range of $30,000 to $50,000. Though experts said builders don’t have to do

the tests as long they use a wall assembly that has passed testing before.

The cladding in London’s Grenfell Tower consisted of two sheets of aluminum that sandwich a

combustible core of polyethylene. Solomon of the National Fire Protection Association said the

cladding used on the tower was a kind of “metal composite material,” or MCM.

He said use of MCMs for exterior walls has become more common in recent years because they are

good at insulating and providing energy efficiency benefits and protecting against rain and moisture.

They also can have aesthetic appeal.

But, according to experts, no aluminum cladding made with pure polyethylene has ever passed the

testing required for construction of taller buildings in the United States. As a result, US building

codes have effectively banned such flammable cladding in high-rises for nearly two decades.

“In the US, once the building gets into that high-rise category of a building, the regulations get much

more conservative and restrictive,” Solomon said.

In Britain, fire safety tests of at least 600 high-rises were ordered after the fire at Grenfell Tower.

As of Thursday, 137 high-rise buildings there were found to have used materials similar to what was

used at Grenfell Tower and had failed safety tests.

Material from wire services was used in this report. Matt Rocheleau can be reached at

matthew.rocheleau@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter @mrochele.
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