
Fire Code Compliance for Coatings Installed in Air Handling Units 

 

Are there codes & standards that regulate the use of coatings within air 

handling units? 

Yes there are.  Under the Life Safety Code (NFPA 101), NFPA 90A is an HVAC 

standard that requires that all supplemental materials installed within air handling 

units be tested for compliance.  Furthermore, the governing mechanical codes for all 

U.S. States are based on either the International Mechanical Code (IMC) or Uniform 

Mechanical Code (UMC).  Both of these model codes require that all materials 

installed within air handling units be non-combustible and tested for compliance. 

 

What is required of a coating to meet these codes & standards? 

NFPA 90A (as well as the IMC and the UMC) requires that materials installed within 

air handling units be tested to ASTM E-84 (a.k.a NFPA 255 or UL 723) and shall have 

a flame spread index of not more than 25 and a smoke-developed index of not more 

than 50.  These standards also require that the material be tested at an accredited 

test laboratory and should be tested at the same application thickness used in the 

air handling unit.   

A Class A fire rating does not meet the requirement.  The requirements of NFPA 90A 

are far more stringent than the Class A fire rating as defined by NFPA. 

No other fire test standards may be substituted for ASTM E-84 or its equivalents. 

 

Why are these codes & standards necessary? 

The fundamental purpose of NFPA 90A is to protect both people and property from 

the inherent dangers of fire, smoke and gasses resulting from fire.  With air handlers 

being the vessels used to circulate and distribute air throughout a building, it’s easy 

to see why the use of flammable materials within them is strictly prohibited by the 

governing model codes and standards.   

 

What is required to show evidence of meeting these codes & standards? 

The installing contractor should provide a valid test report from an accredited fire 

test laboratory demonstrating that the material in question has been tested to ASTM 

E-84 (or an equivalent) and does in fact have a flame spread index of not more than 

25 and a smoke-developed index of not more than 50.  The contractor should also 

provide verification that the application thickness of the coating as tested is equal to 

or greater than the coating application thickness as installed in the air handling unit. 


