
 

 

New Concept Supply, LLC / 2900 Meacham Blvd / Fort Worth, Texas 76137 

 

 
PRINT MEDIA FIRE RATINGS 

 
Buyers and Sellers in the wide format print marketplace are guilty at times of throwing 
around terminology to describe their products. One of these poorly understood topics is 
that of “fire rating”. The following is our understanding of the topic, presented in non-
technical language. 
 
We are occasionally asked if our products are “fire resistant”, or if they have a “fire rating”. 
Many of our products, if made from PVC, are inherently fire resistant. And yet, we do not 
assign a “fire rating”, for reasons that follow. 
 
1 – TEST METHODS 
 
The National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) is a USA organization concerned with fire-
protection. The NFPA and sanctioned third-party testing organizations provide a vital 
function by testing and rating the combustibility of a broad array of building construction 
materials, furnishings, and finishes. They have different test methods for different classes of 
materials. NFPA 701 Standard Methods of Fire Tests for Flame Propagation of Textiles and 
Films is the section applicable to “print media”.  
 
In the marketing literature in our industry, you can find reference to “NFPA 701 
Compliance”. And, this is where some misconceptions arise, with many people assuming a 
material “compliant with NFPA 701” won’t burn. To the contrary, what an NFPA 701 rating 
describes is the RATE at which a material will burn. That’s not to say that where fire safety is 
a concern, that a material that has a slow rate of combustion is not a good thing. But, it’s 
often misunderstood. 
 
2 – FIRE RESISTANCE OF PVC 
 
PVC is the acronym for poly-vinyl-chloride. PVC is one of the most widely used plastics the 
world over. It has its detractors, but the fact is, it’s useful for many reasons. Two of them, 
relevant to this topic, are its resistance to fire, and water. It’s used for thousands of 
applications where water resistance is of value:  raincoats, shower curtains, wire insulation, 
water pipes … and banners. Unlike many plastics, it has inherent flame resistance, since it is 
more than 50% by weight chlorine atoms. When exposed to flame, the PVC molecules at 
the flame surface break down, releasing chlorine ions, which act to inhibit combustion. 
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3 – NFPA COMPLIANCE 
 
PVC films used in print media … banners, rollups, psa vinyl … will burn, if exposed to flame 
source that is hot enough, and long enough. Compared to other print substrates PVC is much 
less combustible than paper, paper coated with polyethylene (photo paper), polypropylene, 
polyester … because it’s more than 50% chlorine. But, untreated, it does not pass the NFPA 701 
test protocol to be considered “flame resistant”.  
 
Some producers of pvc print media claim NFPA 701 compliance. They do so by coating or 
treating the substrate with chemicals that slow down the rate of flame propagation … whether 
in a building or in an NFPA test lab. Typically, these chemicals contain BROMINE, an element in 
the same atomic class as CHLORINE, but heavier. The chemicals most commonly used to inhibit 
combustion of materials that will burn … foam, carpets, textiles, childrens’ apparel, wall 
coverings AND print substrates are “poly-brominated di-phenyl ethers”, or PBDE’s. This class of 
chemical has come under fire for its toxic effects, and for their questionable effectiveness. Near 
the top of a recent google-search of “flame retardant chemicals” is this: 
 

• Toxic flame-retardant chemicals (polybrominated diphenyl ethers, or PBDEs) are widely used in foam 
furniture cushions, carpets, textiles, foam insulation, children’s products and more, despite research showing 
they may cause neurodevelopmental delays, cancer, and fertility and thyroid problems. 

• Ironically, the chemicals also do little to actually suppress flames compared to non-treated items, and some 
may even increase the release of toxic gases released into the air during a fire. 

 
http://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2013/02/12/flame-retardants-health-risks.aspx 
 
Fair warning … don’t read that article unless you want to be alarmed about all the stuff in your house, your closet, 
and even your Gator-Ade and orange soda.   
 
Apart from potential toxicity, treatment with PBDE’s can introduce a “shelf-life” factor, as the 
effectiveness can degrade over time. Fresh material, so treated, can pass the NFPA test 
protocol, while older material may not if the treatment chemicals have begun to break down.  
 
4 – NEW CONCEPT CONCLUSIONS 
 
As far as our banner media, we'll say it straight ... our standard banner products are NOT 
specially treated to comply with NFPA 701. Not only do we question the risk/reward due to 
toxicity, we see a potential mis-representation of fire safety claims due to shelf life factors. 
 
That said, we recognize that some indoor display venues are subject to local fire codes requiring 
that print materials have an NFPA certificate of compliance. If you have a printer with a job that 
must be accompanied with flame-resistant certification, don’t sell him our banner material. But, 
we hope by this “white paper” you are better informed in your search for materials that have 
the certification. 


