
Executive Summary 

Inclusion of Current Firewall Requirements in NBCC 
 
This background paper has been prepared on behalf of the Gypsum Manufacturers of 
Canada by Standing Committee on Fire Safety & Occupancy members and observers 
present at the meetings to provide the historical background for the inclusion of current 
provision for the construction of firewalls in the 2005 National Building Code of Canada, 
and to review the use of alternative materials for the construction of firewalls in North 
America. 
 
The current provisions were included in the 2005 NBCC after extensive deliberations by 
the Standing Committee on Fire Safety & Occupancy in 2000 through 2002.  The item 
was on the Agenda for the 10th, 11th, 12th, and 13th meetings.  (Agenda Items FSO-
10.7.4, FSO-11.7.3, FSO 12.7.8, FSO-13.8.4.2.).  In addition to the Public Review and 
CCBFC Review, the FSO deliberated on this item on four different occasions, and 
created a working group to clearly identify and reflect the intent of the prescriptive 
reference to “concrete or masonry” in Article 3.1.10. 
 
The NBC is essentially a code of minimum regulations for public health, fire safety and 
structural sufficiency with respect to buildings, although some requirements are included 
that reflect expectations with respect to the public interest. It establishes a standard of 
safety for the construction of buildings, including extensions or alterations, the evaluation 
of buildings involving a change of occupancy, and upgrading of buildings to remove 
an unacceptable hazard. 
 
The current NBCC requirements achieve the intent of the Code to limit the probability 
that the horizontal load for the design of firewalls will not take into account the maximum 
expected forces that occur during a fire, which could lead to the structural failure of or 
damage to the firewalls, which could lead to the spread of the fire, which could lead to 
harm to persons on the other side of the firewall. 
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Background 
 

The National Model Construction Codes are developed by the Canadian Commission on 
Building and Fire Codes (CCBFC).  In the early 1990’s, the CCBFC was faced with a 
growing demand from provincial and territorial governments and the public to make the 
Codes: 
 

1. More flexible and adaptable to renovations, innovative design and new 
technologies, and 

2. Clearer and easier to use. 
 
As a result, the Code development process undertaken by the CCBFC between the 
publication of the 1995 and 2005 NBCC was to create an “Objective-based Code”.  
Objective-based codes are intended to provide: 
 

• Increased understanding of the reasons for Code provisions 
• More consistent application of the Codes 
• Ability to apply familiar provisions from previous editions of the Codes 
• Enhanced opportunity for design and technology innovation 
• Increased flexibility to apply Codes to existing buildings 
• Approach that is consistent with international code trends 

 
This White Paper intends to provide information regarding the background of a change 
to the 1995 National Building Code of Canada, which removed an existing prescriptive 
requirement under 3.1.10 to construct all firewalls of concrete or masonry.   
 
The intent and purpose of the original proposal was expressed in the problem (a) and 
justification (b) statement that accompanied the proposal that was sent for public review.  
The supporting statements from the proposal circulated for public review stated the 
following: 

 
a. The prescriptive requirement that every firewall be constructed of 

masonry or concrete is not conducive to the development of new 
materials and combinations of materials that provide adequate protection 
against failure when evaluated against the performance criteria for a 
firewall. 

 
b. Removes a concept from the Code that has an inhibiting factor on the 

development of buildings that span several independent properties. 
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History of Standing Committee Deliberations during 2005 Cycle 
 
 
The current provisions were included in the 2005 NBCC by the Standing Committee on 
Fire Safety & Occupancy in 2000 through 2002.  The item was on the Agenda for the 
10th, 11th, 12th, and 13th meetings.  (Agenda Items FSO-10.7.4, FSO-11.7.3, FSO 12.7.8, 
FSO-13.8.4.2.) 
 
The proposals to permit firewalls to be constructed of materials “other than concrete or 
masonry” was first presented to the Standing Committee on Fire Safety and Occupancy 
(FSO) during the 10th meeting held in Ottawa in 2000.  The proposal was placed on the 
Agenda for the meeting, and discussed at length.   
 
Much like the discussions being held today, the FSO Committee did express some 
concerns and reservations about the concept.  During this meeting, the FSO 
immediately decided to assign the review to their “Compartmentation” Working Group to 
consider the principle behind the proposal.  The minutes of the 10th meeting reflect the 
following discussions: 
 

“3.1.10.2.(3) The committee considered a proposed change submitted to remove the 
reference to “masonry or concrete” for firewalls in Sentence 3.1.10.2.(3).  The 
committee expressed concern with the size of fire that may develop and the impact 
on life safety. It was also concerned with durability, the apparent ease with which 
building occupants may cut holes in the firewall and with application in the field. The 
work group was asked to clearly define the function of a firewall by answering the 
question “why is masonry and concrete referenced?” 
 

The committee further noted the following comments: 
 
- it was suggested that the requirement for a hose stream test would ensure a degree 
of durability irrespective of what material was used in its construction; 
- it was suggested that if combustible construction is permitted, the firewalls could 
also be constructed of combustible material; 
- it was suggested that performance criteria should be established for impact 
resistance;   
- there was some concern that firewalls that were not loadbearing, could be 
classified as partitions, would this have some effect on their performance? [The 
structural stability requirements for firewalls are clearly stated in Part 4]; 
- it was stated that the proposal was directed primarily at small residential buildings 
regulated by Part 9 where vehicular impact and maintenance of closures would not 
be a concern; 
- the work group was asked to develop a proposal that better reflected the 
proponent’s scope of application and the concerns of the Committee.” 
 

 
It is clear from the recorded minutes that, from the outset the FSO, which included a 
representative for the Cement Association of Canada, understood very clearly the Scope 
and implications of removing the prescriptive reference to “concrete or masonry” and 
replacing it with the performance language currently in 3.1.10.2 and A-3.1.10.2 (4).   This 
is further reflected in the problem (a) & justification (b) information issued with the final 
code change proposal, which stated the following: 
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(a) The prescriptive requirement that every firewall be constructed of masonry or 
concrete is not conducive to the development of new materials and combinations 
of materials that provide adequate protection against failure when evaluated 
against the performance criteria for a firewall. 
 
(b) Removes a concept from the Code that has an inhibiting factor on the 
development of buildings that span several independent properties. 

 
 
At the end of the meeting, the FSO directed the Working Group to “…develop a proposal 
that better reflected the proponent’s scope of application and the concerns of the 
Committee.” 
 
At the 11th meeting of the FSO, the work group on Compartmentation prepared and 
submitted draft proposal to revise 3.1.10.  The WG proposed changes to both 3.1.10.1 
(1) and 3.1.10.2.(3).  These proposals were discussed by the FSO.  The committee 
reviewed the entire article, and sent the item back to the WG with additional items for 
further modifications.  The minutes of the meeting reflect the following: 
 

3.1.10.1.(1) The proposed revision to Sentence 3.1.10.1.(1) was accepted subject to 
adding “during a fire” after the word “systems”. 

3.1.10.2.(3) The proposal was returned to the work group to reflect comments and 
suggestions made by committee members. Review the word “Except” in proposed 
Sentence (3). More explanation needed for proposed Clause 3.1.10.2.(4)(a). Clause (b) 
retained; revise Clause (c) and delete Clause (d). 

 
The report of the Working Group was discussed again at the 12th meeting in Winnipeg.  
At this time, the FSO also discussed issue within the full committee.  The committee 
again reviewed the feedback from the working group, and discussed the need to 
incorporate the “implicit” requirements associated with the requirement to use “concrete 
or masonry”.  The minutes of the meeting indicate the following: 
 
 

“ 3.1.10.2.(3) & (4) The committee accepted the proposed change subject to deleting 
Clause (4)(c) and revising Clause (4)(a) to read “the assembly providing the fire 
resistance rating shall be protected against damage that would compromise the 
integrity of the assembly”.  Tony Crimi agreed to write an Appendix note to describe 
how the fire resistance and damage protection attributes of a firewall may be provided 
by a material which does both or provided by separate components, one for fire 
resistance and another for damage protection. If the firewall is composed of separate 
components, the fire resistance rating of the fire resistive component needs to be 
determined for this component on its own. In addition, if the damage protection 
component is physically attached to the fire resistive component then they also need 
to be tested together to determine if the failure of the damage protection component 
during a fire affects the performance of the fire resistive component.” 

 
As is evident from the minutes, numerous issues related to the durability and practicality 
of permitting other materials to be used for the construction of firewalls were discussed.  
The FSO acknowledged that the requirement to limit the construction of firewalls to 
“concrete or masonry” did bring with it certain “implied” performance that needed to be 
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identified and captured.  Again, the FSO was not prepared to accept the proposed 
change until these attributes could be better characterized.  Consequently, they 
requested that an appendix note be prepared to express these implicit additional 
attributes of the (then) current firewall construction requirements.      
 
The proposals, which had been deliberated by the FSO over 3 meetings, were then 
circulated for Public Comment.  All public comments received were reviewed at the 13th 
FSO meeting in Montreal in September 2003. 
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Conclusions 
 
In developing the language for the proposed change which removed the prescriptive 
requirement to construct firewalls exclusively of “concrete or masonry”, the Standing 
Committee on Fire Safety and Occupancy (FSO) deliberated extensively in regards to 
both the literal language of the 1995 NBC requirement, and beyond that, the implied 
intent of the language in 3.1.10 regarding the original intent of constructing firewalls of 
concrete or masonry.  For example, while the FSO understood that the NBCC does not 
explicitly address durability of any building materials, in the last cycle, the committee 
recognized that there are attributes inherent in the prescriptive terminology “constructed 
of concrete or masonry” which may not be captured in the existing language, which only 
required a prescribed fire resistance rating.  To that end, the FSO decided that there was 
a need to express and convey that intent to Code users, even though it was not explicitly 
defined in the Code and, consequently, was not a requirement of the 1995 NBCC.  This 
was the reason for the addition of the Appendix Note A-3.1.10.2.(4) Firewall 
Construction.  (See Appendix A attached). 
 
In addition to these provisions above, the NBCC requires firewalls to comply with the 
structural provisions of 4.1.5.18 of the NBCC.  This section includes specific criteria for 
resisting lateral loads and structural support system capable of resisting the loads 
imposed by a fire on either side.  Additional information on loads on firewalls is also 
provided in the commentary entitled Structural Integrity of Firewalls in the User's Guide – 
NBC 2005, Structural Commentaries (Part 4 of Division B).  This approach is 
comprehensive, and consistent with the treatment of firewalls in other Codes, such as 
NFPA 101, NFPA 5000, NFPA 221, and the IBC. 
 
The principle of constructing firewalls of materials other than concrete or masonry is well 
established in North America.  The allowance to construct firewalls of “other than 
concrete or masonry” has existed in the US Codes since 1994 (See Appendix B for 
further information).  The US Codes do not include prescriptive wording for the 
construction of “Fire Walls” or “Area Separation Walls” 

 
The intent statement associated with the requirements for firewalls in the 2005 NBCC is 
as follows: 
 

Intent 1:   
To limit the probability that the horizontal load for the design of firewalls will not 
take into account the maximum expected forces that occur during a fire, which 
could lead to the structural failure of or damage to the firewalls, which could lead 
to the spread of the fire, which could lead to harm to persons on the other side of 
the firewalls. 

 
It is clear from this that the current requirements of the NBCC were deemed to satisfy 
the objectives of fire performance, structural stability, and durability intended by the 
Code. 
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The chronology of events leading to the proposal to revise the firewall requirements in 
the 2005 NBCC demonstrates that the FSO had a very clear understanding of the issues 
and consequences associated with the change.  The FSO discussed the concept at 4 
meetings, over a 2-1/2 year period.  The proposal was also distributed for public review 
and comment in conformance with the policies and procedures of the CCBFC.
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Appendix A - Firewall Performance Requirements in the NBCC 
 
 
The content of the NBC pertains primarily to the traditional needs of health and safety. 
Requirements that are not related to health and safety are kept to a minimum; any 
requirements that would increase the scope of the Code are only considered after 
thorough consultation with regulatory authorities, provincial and territorial governments, 
other affected parties and Code users. Requirements for workmanship related to 
aesthetics only are not considered appropriate for the Code although requirements for 
quality and durability that affect health and safety are considered appropriate. 
  
The NBCC requirements pertaining to firewalls, in both the 1995 and 2005 editions 
related to fire resistance and structural stability are as follows: 
 
3.1.10.2 (4)  Rating of Firewalls 
A Firewall permitted to have a fire-resistance rating not more than 2 h need not be 
constructed of masonry or concrete, provided  

a) the assembly providing the fire-resistance rating is protected against 
damage that would compromise the integrity of the assembly, and 

b) the design conforms to Article 4.1.5.18.  
      (See Appendix A.) 

 
4.1.5.18.Firewalls 
1) Firewalls shall be designed to resist the maximum effect due to  

a) the appropriate lateral design loads prescribed elsewhere in this 
Section, or  
b) a factored lateral load of 0.5 kPa under fire conditions, as described in 
Sentence (2).  

2) Under fire conditions, where the fire-resistance rating of the structure is less than that     
of the firewall,  

a) lateral support shall be assumed to be provided by the structure on one 
side only, or  
b) another structural support system capable of resisting the loads 
imposed by a fire on either side of the firewall shall be provided.  

 
A-3.1.10.2.(4) Firewall Construction 
Inherent in the use of a firewall is the intent that this specialized wall construction provide 
the required fire-resistance rating while also being designed to resist physical damage—
arising out of normal use—that would compromise the rating of the assembly. 
Traditionally, this has been accomplished by prescribing the use of noncombustible 
materials, which was in fact restricted to concrete or masonry. Sentences 3.1.10.2.(3) 
and (4) are intended to retain both of the characteristics of firewall, while permitting 
greater flexibility in the use of materials and designs. The fire-resistance rating and 
damage protection attributes of a firewall may be provided by a single fire- and damage-
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resistant material such as concrete or masonry, by a fire- and damage-resistant 
membrane on a structural frame, or by separate components—one that provides the fire-
resistance rating and another one that protects the firewall against damage. 
If the firewall is composed of separate components, the fire-resistance rating of the fire-
resistive component needs to be determined for this assembly on its own. In addition, if 
the damage protection component is physically attached to the fire-resistive component 
(for example, as a sacrificial layer), then for the purposes of determining the overall 
performance of the assembly, it is also necessary to determine through testing whether 
failure of the damage protection component during a fire affects the performance of the 
fire-resistive component. 
 
A-4.1.5.18. Loads on Firewalls 
Information on loads on firewalls can be found in the commentary entitled Structural 
Integrity of Firewalls in the User's Guide – NBC 2005, Structural Commentaries (Part 4 
of Division B). 
Durability and its place in codes was the subject of a significant amount of discussion in 
code cycle leading up to the publication of the 2005 NBCC and in the development of 
the CCBFC’s Strategic Plan. The CCBFC concluded that durability is a legitimate issue 
for the National Building Code to address, but only to the extent that it is related to the 
achievement of the codes’ objectives. In other words, durability is not a stand-alone 
objective for its own sake.  For example, given that one objective of the National Building 
Code is safety, the intent of durability-related requirements is to discourage deterioration 
of the building’s safety features at an unacceptable rate.  Given that gypsum board 
products are permitted to be used to achieve fire resistance ratings in many other 
portions of the NBCC, this intent is easily accomplished with gypsum board products. 
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Appendix B - US Experience with Firewall Construction  
 
The “International Codes” evolved from an amalgamation of the 3 leading Code 
Development groups in the US:  BOCA (Building Officials and Code Administrators), 
ICBO (International Conference of Building Officials), and SBCCI (Southern Building 
Codes Congress International). The majority of jurisdictions in the United States that 
adopt and enforce building regulations had relied on codes developed and updated by 
one of these three code groups.   
 
The “International Codes Council” (ICC) was established in 1994, as a nonprofit group 
"dedicated to developing a single set of comprehensive and coordinated national codes." 
In April 2000, the ICC published its first series of 11 Codes.  In 2006, they published 14 
Codes including the International Building Code.  The International Building Code (IBC) 
is currently adopted at the state or at least one local municipal level in 47 states plus 
Washington, D.C.  
 
The principle of constructing firewalls of materials other than concrete or masonry is well 
established in North America.  The allowance to construct firewalls of “other than 
concrete or masonry” has existed in the US Codes since 1994.  The US does not include 
prescriptive wording for the construction of “Fire Walls” or “Area Separation Walls” 

 
Similarly, the current 2006 US “International Building Code” (IBC) states the following: 
 

“705.3 Materials. Firewalls shall be of any approved noncombustible 
materials.” 

 
These “Approved” noncombustible materials are identified in the IBC, and include 
Concrete, Masonry, Steel, Gypsum, and Cement Plaster.  In addition, there is a further 
exception for what is referred to as “Type V” construction (i.e. the type of construction in 
which the structural elements, exterior walls and interior walls are of any combustible or 
noncombustible materials permitted within the Code) which permits a firewall to be 
constructed of any materials, including combustible materials. 
 
The IBC also contains requirements for the structural stability of firewalls as follows: 
 

“705.2 Structural stability.  Firewalls shall have sufficient structural stability 
under fire conditions to allow collapse of construction on either side 
without collapse of the wall for the duration of time indicated by the 
required fire-resistance rating.” 

 
Furthermore. NFPA publishes a Standard entitled NFPA 221, Standard for Fire Walls 
and Fire Barrier Walls.  This Standard was first published in 1991, and the current 2006 
edition is referenced in NFPA 101, Life Safety Code, and NFPA 5000, Building & 
Construction Code.  Both of these Codes reference NFPA 221 for construction of 
firewalls.  In turn, NFPA 221 permits a firewall to be one of (3) types:  
 

1) cantilevered/freestanding fire walls or  
2) tied fire walls or  
3) double firewalls. 
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This standard further requires that firewalls shall be designed and constructed to remain 
stable after the collapse of the structure due to fire on either side of the wall.  This is 
similar to the approach taken in Chapter 4 of the NBCC. 
 
In terms of “durability”, like the current NBCC Appendix note, NFPA 221 states: 
 

“Where the fire wall or fire protective covering of a structural member is subject to 
impact damage from moving vehicles or the handling of merchandise or other 
activity, protection against impact damage shall be provided for an appropriate 
height but not less than 5 ft (1.5 m) from the finished floor” 

 
Like NFPA 221, during the last cycle, the FSO decided that there was a need to express 
and convey that intent to Code users, even though it is not explicitly defined in the Code.  
This was the reason for the addition of the Appendix Note A-3.1.10.2.(4) Firewall 
Construction.  In this respect, the Appendix note to article 3.1.10.2 (4) of the NBCC is 
more stringent than what is required by NFPA 221 with regards to firewalls constructed 
of materials other than concrete or masonry. 
 
 
 


