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FIRE COMPLIANCE OF CLADDING SYSTEMS

What you need to know
After researching the fire compliance of claddings in NZ since 2017, some may say our advice is conservative, but we prefer to think of it as design for the safest
and best economical outcome. Our advice is also consistent with the building code and guidance from Auckland Council & MBIE. In our experience, this
guidance has proven to be advantageous to projects, clients, and the consent process both in terms of cost, risk, and performance. As always, our advice
follows international best practice, learning from a wide range of research and real life examples, we believe this is essential given the young nature of these
requirements in New Zealand.
The client and design team should consider the relative risk, costs, design implications and determine what is best for their project. The client should also
consider the impacts that including combustible materials may have on resale value, perception, risk and insurance coverage.
Walls need to be considered in entirety including everything from the interior to exterior finishes. This most notably includes timber battens and timber studs,
previously ignored prior to 2019.

Code Requirements
Evaluation of the combustibility of claddings begins with the performance requirements for Building Code Clause C – Fire. Code clauses carry the most legal
weight and are the ultimate intent of the building code.
The next level of legal hierarchy would be an Acceptable Solution or Verification Method. There are a number of New Zealand Standards covering various
aspects of fire safety, which are cited as acceptable solutions in the New Zealand Building Code. The Acceptable Solution requires walls to be constructed
from only non-combustible components. Alternatively, walls can be tested to full scale tests NFPA 285 or BS8414. If using this Acceptable Solution, these
requirements should be remembered when considering any guidance or advice.

MBIE Guidance Document
Significant high-rise fire events globally increased the world’s understanding of how fire spreads within modern facade systems. Working with industry experts,
MBIE developed guidance in Feb 2019 about how external cladding systems should be tested for fire spread performance. The guidance is a temporary solution
as they progress towards incorporating the appropriate changes into the Acceptable Solutions and Verification Methods. The MBIE 2817 Fire Performance of
External Wall Cladding Systems document is a guide to give designers and the industry a greater understanding of the definition of a wall system, what
elements need to be considered in a wall system, and to recognise other international best practices that have been successful. Much of this guidance has been

The guidance is much more than just the compliance pathway tables. The guide describes in many places that all of the elements of the wall need to be
considered, not just the cladding. The guide describes the process for evaluation of a proposed solution and these should all be considered when designing a
wall system.
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Compliance Pathways P1

Compliance Paths P2 – P4

Most architects designing buildings >10m but <25m have been trending

These compliance paths are demonstrations of a scale model under a fully

towards Pathway P1 for Medium risk buildings. This pathway at face value

developed fire. This type of test was developed in Europe and North America

appears be the easiest route to compliance but after analysis actually tends

in the 1990’s and has been demonstrated as a good performance indicator

to be the most onerous of the 5 paths. Our view, Auckland Council’s view, and

of fire performance. These tests aim to quantify the impact combustible

international best practice do not necessarily align with the over-arching

elements have on the flame spread of a particular assembly and internationally

statements in this pathway. This pathway cannot be read in isolation to the

is the most recognised way to verify the compliance of combustible materials

remainder of the guide. “Complying” with P1 doesn’t mean you can ignore all

in a wall assembly.

the other elements of the guide, the Acceptable Solution requirements and
ultimately the building code performance clause C3.5.

Great caution needs to be paid to any changes, substitutions, deviations
from the tested assembly as these can negatively impact the flame spread

If using this compliance path, a very well qualified fire specialist would need
to prepare an alternative solutions proposal that outlines how every element

type, insulation, framing type and spacing, fixings, cavity barriers. For the

of the wall assembly has been considered and would limit the spread of flame

results of a test to be applied under these pathways, the proposed system

to <3.5m. This pathway also requires cavity barriers at least within the

needs to substantially comply with the tested system and any deviations

rainscreen cavity but possibly also within the stud framing
resistance of the assembly.

Compliance Path P5
P5 compliance path aligns with international best practice in that all the components of a wall assembly are tested to be non-combustible thus highly unlikely to
spread flame up the building. This pathway is listed as a High risk pathway but is also applicable to Medium risk buildings.
This pathway also gives us a defined way to consider timber framing in a way that would not contribute to the fire load of the wall assembly. With the inclusion of
a robust protective lining on both sides of the timber studs, the timber is fully encapsulated. The testing of this is onerous, but there are at least 2 such products
improved strength, permeability, and fire resistance when compared to other fibre cement rigid air barriers. These types of products have more than 30 years of
use in North America and many research article and tests to support their use in NZ climates.
This compliance pathway would typically not require cavity fire barriers provided all the other elements of the wall are of limited combustibility. Should some
minor elements be of limited combustibility then fire barriers would be included to still comply with P5. This compliance path alleviates much of the analysis
required in P1 in that the limited combustibility requirements are less onerous and are smaller scale tests which are more readily tested and available.
This assembly aligns well with the Acceptable Solution and international best practice and is easily explained and understood by Auckland Council. This
approach thus provides limited consenting risk.
For more information please contact

Summary
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Cladding design requires coordinated input from many individuals and disciplines. It is risky
and not best practice for the design to be done in isolation or ‘the way it’s always been
done’. While the revised MBIE guidance has been useful in some regards, in other ways it has
created more confusion and controversy. Our intent is to minimise the risk of vertical and
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horizontal flame spread in mid to high rise buildings for the safest and most economical
outcome. We trust this information has been useful, and we can provide a greater depth of
detail if required, please contact Shawn@oculusltd.co.nz with any further questions.
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