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Maintenance and training are key to fire prevention
National Fire Prevention Week (October 3-9) is a 
great time to remember the importance of training 
drivers how to prevent and respond quickly to 
vehicle fires. Although not as common as crashes, 
vehicle fires can be dangerous not only to those 
in the fire’s path but also to bystanders, nearby 
residents, and firefighters because they often 
produce toxic fumes and can lead to explosions. 
Minimize your drivers’ risk of being involved 
in a vehicle fire by making sure they understand 
the major causes of CMV fires and know how to 
respond in the case of a fire. 
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MESSAGE FROM THE EDITOR

Jen Loomis

Jen Loomis joined J. J. Keller in 2021 on the Content & Consulting Services Transportation Team. As an 
Associate Editor, Jen edits a variety of products including the Transportation Safety Training Advisor, Driver 
Report, and Driver Training Awareness Program newsletters. She also provides regulatory support in the area 
of DOT drug and alcohol testing.  

A 2012 study by the John A. Volpe National Transportation 
Systems Center found that trucks weighing 10,000 pounds or 

more are involved in about 7,000 vehicle fires each year. 

The study also found: 

• The heavier the vehicle, the more likely it is to be involved in a 
fatal fire. 

• Vehicles that are less than 5 years old are more likely to be 
involved in a fire than older vehicle.  

• A CMV that has been involved in an accident is more than two 
times as likely to be involved in a fire in the 100 days following 
the crash. 

• In over half of multi-vehicle fatal fires involving large trucks, the 
truck was the striking vehicle. 

• Compared to motor carriers scoring in the highest ten percent 
of Vehicle Maintenance BASIC scores, carriers scoring in the 
lowest ten percent are more than five times as likely to have 
trucks involved in fires. 

This data highlights the importance of having a well-maintained fleet 
and drivers who are alert to potential fire dangers. ♦
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Preventing vehicle fires
Second to maintaining your fleet, the best way to prevent 
loss and injury due to fires is to make sure your drivers 
know the common causes of vehicle fires and how to 
protect their cargo, vehicle, and themselves if a fire starts 
when they are on the road. 

TIP: Before reviewing common causes of vehicle fires with your 
drivers, ask them to list as many as they can think of, then fill in 
gaps from the list and your personal experience. 

Vehicle fire causes 
Vehicle fires are usually caused by mechanical problems, 
commonly including: 

• Damage or excessive wear in the exhaust system . 
Exhaust gas temperatures can reach 1,000 to 1,200 
degrees. If heat from the exhaust pipe or hot exhaust 
gas contacts a flammable material (carpeting, rubber 
mats, etc.), the material can easily catch fire.  

• Short circuits in a location not protected by a 
circuit breaker or fuse . For example, if battery cables 
rub against the metal of the vehicle and wear through, 
there is no breaker or fuse to stop the electrical 
current. The large amount of heat created could ignite 
any combustibles in the area. 

• Tires with low air pressure . The friction of a low tire 
or tires in contact with each other or a vehicle part 
can create enough heat to start a tire on fire. 

• Fluid leakage . Any time a vehicle is leaking fuel, 
grease, or oil, it is one heat source away from a fire. 

• Excessive hub heat generated by bad bearings, 
a leaky hub seal, or a dragging brake . The bus 
fire in Texas that killed 23 people on board during 
the Hurricane Rita evacuation started when wheel 
bearings overheated and started a tire on fire. 

TIP: Careless use of smoking materials can easily start a 
vehicle fire. Make sure your drivers know if your carrier has a 
smoking ban. If your company doesn’t already have a ban in 
place, consider working with management to implement one.

As you can see, drivers can avoid most of these hazards 
by performing thorough pretrip and post-trip inspections. 
However, if prevention does fail, it is important that 
drivers understand how to use fire extinguishers. 

Extinguisher use 

TIP: Ask your trainees to discuss where they think the best 
place to store a fire extinguisher is. Consider posing different 
scenarios (fire on the passenger side of the cab, tire fire, engine 
fire, etc.) so drivers can think through whether they’d be able to 
access the extinguisher safely and easily in each case.

To correctly use the extinguisher, the driver simply needs 
to remember the acronym PASS: 

PULL the safety pin out. 

AIM the extinguisher nozzle 
at the base of the flames (what is 
burning) rather than at the actual 
flames. 

SQUEEZE the handles together 
to activate the extinguisher. 

SWEEP the extinguishing agent 
across the area that is burning. 

TIP: During fire safety training, give all your drivers the 
opportunity to use a fire extinguisher. Watching a video of 
someone else putting out a fire isn’t the same as doing it 
yourself. ♦

TRAINING BLUEPRINT — FIRE SAFETY

One study showed that tires 
were the item first ignited in 
30 percent of large truck fires 
and 12 percent of bus fires.
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Have the correct extinguisher(s). 
You must have — at minimum — one 5B:C extinguisher or two 
4B:C extinguishers. If you are driving a trailer with a hazmat 
placard, you need at least a 10B:C extinguisher. By having a 
B:C extinguisher in your cab, you don’t have to take the time 
to identify the fuel source because the extinguisher can be 
used on flammable liquids and electrical fires. 

Check that the extinguisher(s) is full. 
If the needle on the pressure gauge is within the green 
zone, it is charged and ready to use. 

Consider the best location. 
The extinguisher must be easy to reach, so think about 
where it will be easiest to grab if you have a fire emergency. 

Make sure it’s secure. 
The extinguisher(s) must be mounted so that it can’t roll, 
slide, or bounce. 

TRAINING HANDOUT — FIRE SAFETY

BE PREPARED  
TO STOP A FIRE

Remember the following regulations about 
fire extinguishers in CMVs and check your 
extinguisher(s) for compliance during every 
pretrip and post-trip inspection:
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Directions: Read each statement carefully and mark the best answer.

1. Which of the following acronyms will remind you how to use a fire extinguisher? 

A. PUSH 

B. PASS 

C. ROLL 

D. SWEEP 

2. Which of the following is a potential cause of vehicle fires? 

A. Excessive wear in the exhaust system 

B. Accumulations of leaking grease and oil 

C. Improperly disposed of cigarette butts 

D. All of the above 

3. Only people in the direct path of a fire are in danger. 

A. True 

B. False 

4. Aiming a fire extinguisher about a foot over the flames will ensure that the flames are 
extinguished. 

A. True 

B. False 

5. Which of the following options meets the minimum fire extinguisher requirement for a non-
hazmat CMV? 

A. (1) 4B:C 

B. (2) 4A 

C. (1) 20B 

D. (1) 1A:10B:C 

TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE — FIRE SAFETY

NAME:             DATE:        



6 Transportation Safety Training Advisor October 2021

NEWS

Understand extinguisher ratings  
If your truck ever catches fire, you want to make sure you’re ready to act. Hesitation can lead to property loss, injury, 
or even death. Understanding how fire extinguishers are rated can help you ensure you have the right extinguisher 
available in case you ever need it. 

An extinguisher rating includes a letter and a number, or a 
combination of letters and numbers, such as 1A:10B:C.  

The letter tells you what class of fire the extinguisher can be 
used on: 

• Class A extinguishers are for use on everyday items like 
wood or paper.  

• Class B extinguishers are for use on flammable liquids 
such as oil, paint, or gasoline. 

• Class C extinguishers are for use on electrical fires. 

The number means different things based on the class: 

• For a Class A extinguisher, the number shows how many 
water-equivalent units it holds. A unit is 1.25 gallons, so a 
4A holds the equivalent of 5 gallons (4 units x 1.25 gallons 
per unit = 5 gallons). 

• For a Class B extinguisher, the number tells you the size 
of the fire in square feet that the extinguisher can put out. 
For example, a 5B extinguisher will cover approximately 5 
square feet. 

• A Class C extinguisher does not have a number. Once the 
electrical source is no longer energized, the fire is treated 
according to the fuel source, e.g., oil, wood, etc. 

Some extinguishers can be used on Class A, B, or C fires. An 
extinguisher with a rating of 1A:10B:C holds the equivalent 
of 1.25 gallons of water and can extinguish 10 square feet of 
flammable liquid. It is safe to use on ordinary wood or paper 
fires, flammable liquids, and electrical fires. ♦

FMCSA grants several states Emergency Declaration Under 49 CFR 390 .25 
Several western states, including Oregon and Montana, 
were granted emergency exemptions from some 
regulations included in 49 CFR Parts 390-399 of the 
Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations (FMCSRs). 
Due to ongoing wildfires in these areas, the FMCSA 
has given these exemptions to allow for immediate 
transportation of persons, supplies, goods, fire 
retardants, fuel for generators, equipment, vehicles, and 
aircraft related to fire suppression activities. 

This year has seen an increase in wildfires due to 
severe drought in much of the West. According to a 
White House briefing, since 2015, the United States has 
experienced an average of 100 more large wildfires each 
year than the previous year.  

For up-to-date information on emergency declarations, 
visit https://bit.ly/FMCSAemergency. ♦
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Question: Which warning indicator lights, if not 
working, would put a vehicle out of service?

Answer: The only warning light referenced in 
the out-of-service criteria is the low air pressure 
warning light. If the low air pressure light is not 
functioning, it is a violation. If both the light and 
buzzer are not functioning, then the vehicle should 
be placed out of service. 

Regarding other warning lights: 

• ABS malfunction light: If the ABS
malfunction light is on, it is a violation, but not
an out-of-service violation.

• Check engine/engine warning: If the engine
light is on, it will not be noted as a violation on
a roadside inspection report. However, if the
inspector believes the light being on indicates
that the vehicle is likely to break down shortly,
the officer may use the authority provided by
the state to stop the vehicle from operating.

• Low oil pressure, high coolant temperature,
low coolant or oil level, etc., lights: Much
like the check engine light, these lights are
not covered in the federal regulations, CVSA
inspection procedure, or the out-of-service
criteria, but if the inspector believes the light is
warning of an imminent breakdown, the officer
may use state authority to stop the vehicle from
operating. ♦

Expert Help: Question of the Month

Next Month’s Topic: 
Vehicle Backing

Even though most people don’t consider backing up 
a dangerous activity, maneuvering a CMV in reverse 
takes skill, practice, and patience. Make sure your 
drivers understand backing dangers and have the tools 
they need to back their vehicles safely. 

Answers to quiz on page 5:  
1.) B;  2.) D;  3.) B;  4.) B;  5.) D

FMCSA provides clarification on 
HOS exemption

Question: If a State or FMCSA issues an 
emergency declaration for the transportation 
of goods in direct assistance of the emergency, 
for example aviation fuel for emergency wildfire 
suppression, and a driver picks up a load of 
aviation fuel in another State and transports it 
to the State with the emergency declaration, does 
the regulatory relief in the emergency declaration 
apply to the driver? 

Answer: Yes. For example, 
if the Governor of Wyoming 
issues an emergency 
declaration for the 
transportation of aviation 
fuel for wildfire suppression, 
and a driver picks up 
aviation fuel in Nevada and 
drives through Idaho en route to Wyoming, the 
trip is covered by the emergency declaration. 

If the driver then heads back to Nevada to pick up 
more aviation fuel to deliver to Wyoming, the trip 
is still covered by the emergency declaration. 

BUT, once the driver is no longer providing direct 
assistance to the state emergency, such as going 
back to Nevada to pick up cargo not related to 
the Wyoming emergency, OR later transporting 
aviation fuel again from Nevada to be delivered 
to a state not subject to a specified emergency 
declaration, the driver is no longer covered by the 
emergency declaration. ♦
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