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New torch-safety 
guidelines
NRCA changes its torching 
recommendations, affecting  
the CERTA program 

by Mark S. Graham

Torch-applied polymer-modified bitumen sheet products have 
been used successfully and safely in North America since the 
late 1970s; however, in a limited number of situations, rooftop 

fires have occurred during the application of these products.
NRCA is of the opinion torch-applied polymer-modified bitumen 

sheet products can be used safely if roof decks, roof membranes and 
construction details are designed properly and installed with fire safety 
techniques taken into consideration. NRCA recommends designs be 
based on guidelines contained in The NRCA Roofing Manual and torch-
applied applications should only be carried out by CERTA-trained 
workers.

The NRCA Roofing Manual

Torch-applied polymer-modified bitumen sheet products are addressed 
in The NRCA Roofing Manual: Membrane Roof Systems—2019. 
Specific assembly configurations for which NRCA recommends 
torch-applied products are described in Chapter 1-Roof Assembly Con-
figurations. These include torch-applied roof systems over non-nailable  
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(concrete) and insu-
l a t e d  r o o f  d e c k s 
except combustible 
(wood) roof decks.

N R C A  i s  p a r -
ticularly concerned 
about the potential 
for fire during the 
installation of torch-
applied membrane 
sheets over combus-
tible substrates, such 
as wood roof decks, 
wood panel sheath-
ing, wood planks and 
boards, and wood 
blocking. As a result, 
in the 2019 volume, 
NRCA no longer rec-
ommends designers 
specify torch-applied 
polymer-modified 
bitumen sheet prod-
ucts over combus-
tible roof decks even 
if a thermal-barrier 
insulation layer is 
installed over a com-
bustible roof deck.

NRCA considers the potential fire risks 
associated with torch-applied applications 
over combustible roof decks to outweigh the 
advantages torch application provides. Also, 
alternative application methods for polymer-
modified bitumen sheet products have proved 
to be successful. Designers should consider 
alternative application methods, such as cold 
adhesive application, when polymer-modified 
bitumen sheet products are specified over 
combustible roof decks.

NRCA’s recommended guidelines for con-
struction details using torch-applied polymer-
modified bitumen sheet products are provided 
in the 2019 volume’s Chapter 10-Construction 
Details. These are unchanged from the previ-
ous edition. Separate recommendations and 
construction details are provided for noncom-
bustible substrates and combustible substrates.

Because compliance with The NRCA 
Roofing Manual is a specific provision of 
the CERTA program’s best safety practices, 
NRCA’s new recommended exclusion and the 
2019 volume’s Chapter 10 recommendations 
and construction details also apply to the 
CERTA program. 

OIRCA bulletin 

In December 2018, the Ontario Industrial 
Roofing Contractors Association (OIRCA) 
issued a bulletin, “OIRCA Submits Ontario 
Fire Code Changes to the Ontario Fire Mar-
shal,” detailing changes the group has pro-
posed to Ontario’s fire code.

Specifically, OIRCA has proposed open 
flame torches no longer be used to apply 
roofing materials at roof flashings and pen-
etrations. OIRCA indicates most torch fires 
originate at roof flashings and penetrations; 
fewer start in the fields of roofs.

OIRCA also has proposed a hand-held ther-
mal imaging camera be employed as a part of 
Ontario’s code-required, two-hour fire watch. 

OIRCA’s bulletin indicates its board of 
directors strongly believes an aggressive posi-
tion must be taken to reduce the potential for 
future fires when using torch-applied roofing 
products. Awareness of torching-related fires 
is spreading as municipal fire departments, 
provincial fire marshals and the insurance 

industry take notice. Rather than having 
these groups dictate the roofing industry’s 
future, OIRCA is seeking a better solution and 
believes its proposed changes to Ontario’s fire 
code will do the job.

Closing thoughts 

If you are involved in the manufacture, design 
or installation of torch-applied, polymer-
modified bitumen sheet products, you should 
be aware of NRCA’s new recommended exclu-
sion of torching over wood roof decks and its 
applicability to the CERTA program. 

Although NRCA and the CERTA program 
have not adopted OIRCA’s proposed fire code 
changes, NRCA applauds OIRCA’s efforts. Fur-
thermore, NRCA agrees the roofing industry, 
not outside entities, should control its future. 

NRCA’s recommendations regarding the 
use of polymer-modified bitumen sheet 
products are provided in The NRCA Roofing  
Manual: Membrane Roof Systems—2019 (for 
more information about the 2019 volume, see 
“Maintain the membrane,” page 62). 

Additional information about the CERTA 
program is accessible at www.certa.org. 123
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Colker

ICC welcomes new vice president
The International Code Council (ICC) has named Ryan Colker vice 
president of innovation. 

In his new position, Colker will identify emerging issues in the 
building industry, including how new technologies can be leveraged 
by codes and standards, methods to modernize the application of 
building regulations, and the development of new business strate-
gies that support ICC members and building safety professionals. 
He also will serve as executive director of the Alliance for National 
and Community Resilience. Colker previously was vice president 
of the National Institute of Building Sciences, where he led efforts 
to improve the built environment through collaboration of public 
and private sectors. 




