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Property Risk Engineering Insight 

Insight: Special Extinguishing Systems Foam  
 

Recognizing the Risk 
 

“Don’t throw water onto a grease fire” is something that you may have heard while growing up. This is to prevent burning 
grease from splattering onto surrounding surfaces and spreading the fire. Grease fires and fires involving other liquids with 
a flash point (called Class B fires) are best controlled with a fire extinguishing method other than water alone. In industrial 
applications, specialized fire suppression agents, including foam concentrates, are the preferred method for most Class B 
fire hazards. 

Examples of a Class B fire is one involving flammable liquids, flammable gases, petroleum greases, tars, oils, oil-based 
paints, solvents, lacquers, or alcohols. For example, propane, natural gas, gasoline, and kerosene fires are types of Class 
B fires.  These can be found in a wide variety of occupancies ranging from heavy industry to warehousing and even retail.  
Some of the largest foam systems in the world are found at warehousing facilities. Foam is also carried and used by most 
public fire departments and brigades officials. For example, in the picture to the right, firefighters are applying a foam blanket 
over a mock overflowing tank fire. 
 

Controlling the Hazard 
 

The primary benefit from a foam fire 
extinguishing solution is the ability to quickly 
put out a fire and not just control it. Foam 
systems may also provide a lower CAPEX 
option than water-only fire protection 
solutions. 

1. Foam-water sprinkler systems are 
designed to extinguish a burning 
liquid fire (Class B) while water-only 
sprinkler systems can usually only 
control and contain the flames 
(versus putting the fire out). 

2. Foam systems can contain fire 
damage to a smaller area and reduce 
fire duration. This translates into less 
damage from heat, smoke, and water 
as well as less business interruption 
after the fire occurs. 

3. The capability of foam in fire extinguishment can lead to design benefits in terms of less required emergency 
drainage capacity, and smaller required retention basins.  

4. There are some cases where using a foam-water sprinkler system can also reduce the overall volume of fire 
protection water required by as much as 50% compared to water-only sprinkler systems, implying potential cost 
savings on fire pumps, tanks, and water supply piping.  

 

Foams Containing PFAS 
 

Aqueous Film Forming Foam (AFFF), an industry standard for combatting liquid fuel fires for almost 50 years, is a water-
based solution that contains a fluorinated, film forming surfactant (per- and poly- fluoroalkyl substances (PFAS)) to seal 
the fuel surface during suppression/extinguishment. Because of concerns over safety to humans and the environment, the 
use of AFFF and other fluorinated foams to extinguish Class B fires continues to be greatly restricted across the globe 

Foam Concentrate Tank Supplying Multiple Foam-Water Sprinkler Risers  
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from Australia to the U.S. According to a recent publication by the National Fire Protection Agency, the regulations may 
ultimately impact the distribution and use of AFFF.   Many of the commercially available fluorine-free foams have been 
tested to, and or listed/approved to, the legacy foam test protocols. These include but are not limited to; Underwriters 
Laboratories (UL), Factory Mutual (FM), European Standards (abbreviated EN), and International Civil Aviation 
Organization (ICAO) standards. 

Inspection, Testing and Maintenance (ITM) for Foam Extinguishing Systems 
 

While there are valuable benefits to using foam extinguishing systems and foam-water sprinkler systems, they are more 
complex than water-based systems and require additional ITM compared to water-only systems to ensure system reliability 
and effectiveness. These additional ITM activities can be found in NFPA 25 Standard for the Inspection, Testing, and 
Maintenance of Water-based Fire Protection Systems and NFPA 11 Standard for Low-, Medium-, and High-Expansion 
Foam.  
 

Design Standards, Certifications, Listings and Approvals 
 

There are no one-size fits all foam extinguishing systems. Each system needs to be selected and designed for the specific 
hazards that are present. The design and installation should follow NFPA 11 Standard for Low-, Medium-, and High-
Expansion Foam, the requirements of the Approval / Listing, and the manufacturer’s recommendations. 
 

References & Resources  
 

NFPA Fire Protection Research Foundation, Firefighting Foams: Fire Service Roadmap, May 2022  
NFPA 11, Standard for Low-, Medium-, and High-Expansion Foam 
NFPA 25, Standard for the Inspection, Testing, and Maintenance of Water-based Fire Protection Systems 
NFPA 30, Flammable and Combustible Liquids Code  

*While NFPA documents are the global standard used by AIG, international equivalents may be acceptable. 
 

For more information, contact your local AIG Risk Engineer. 
 

The information, suggestions and recommendations contained herein are for general informational purposes only. This information has been compiled 
from sources believed to be reliable.  Risk Consulting Services do not address every possible loss potential, law, rule, regulation, practice or procedure.  No 
warranty, guarantee, or representation, either expressed or implied, is made as to the correctness or sufficiency of any such service.  Reliance upon, or 
compliance with, any recommendation in no way guarantees any result, including without limitation the fulfillment of your obligations under your insurance 
policy or as may otherwise be required by any laws, rules or regulations.  No responsibility is assumed for the discovery and/or elimination of any hazards 
that could cause accidents, injury or damage.   The information contained herein should not be construed as financial, accounting, tax or legal advice and 
does not create an attorney-client relationship.   

This document is not intended to replace any recommendations from your equipment manufacturers. If you are unsure about any particular testing or 
maintenance procedure, please contact the manufacturer or your equipment service representative.  

American International Group, Inc. (AIG) is a leading global insurance organization. AIG member companies provide a wide range of property casualty 
insurance, life insurance, retirement solutions and other financial services to customers in approximately 70 countries and jurisdictions. These diverse 
offerings include products and services that help businesses and individuals protect their assets, manage risks and provide for retirement security. AIG 
common stock is listed on the New York Stock Exchange. 

Additional information about AIG can be found at www.aig.com | YouTube: www.youtube.com/aig | Twitter: @AIGinsurance www.twitter.com/AIGinsurance 
| LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/aig. These references with additional information about AIG have been provided as a convenience, and the 
information contained on such websites is not incorporated by reference herein. 

AIG is the marketing name for the worldwide property-casualty, life and retirement and general insurance operations of American International Group, Inc. 
For additional information, please visit our website at www.aig.com. All products and services are written or provided by subsidiaries or affiliates of 
American International Group, Inc. Products or services may not be available in all countries and jurisdictions, and coverage is subject to underwriting 
requirements and actual policy language. Non-insurance products and services may be provided by independent third parties. Certain property-casualty 
coverages may be provided by a surplus lines insurer. Surplus lines insurers do not generally participate in state guaranty funds, and insureds are therefore 
not protected by such funds. 
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