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CONSTRUCTION: 
PREVENTING FIRES AT 

WORKSITES 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Construction sites are sometimes the 
perfect places for fires to start. When you 
step onto a construction site, common 
items you may see include wood, paper, 
hot work, gas-powered or electrically 
powered tools and equipment, cooking 
equipment, and so on. One or more of 
these items can contribute to the starting 
or the spreading of fire. Fires may also 
be started by people who break into 
construction sites. In this lesson, we will 
go over Fire Protection and Prevention 
Plans, common fire risks that are found on construction sites, site-security measures, ways you can 
prevent a fire from starting while on the job and what to do if a fire starts on the jobsite.  
 
FIRE PROTECTION AND PREVENTION PLAN  
 
Under the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), all 
employers are required to have a Fire Protection and Prevention Plan. No 
matter what their position is, every employee should become familiar with 
this plan. Plans should consist of:  

• A list of all major fire hazards, including proper handling and storage 
procedures for hazardous materials, potential ignition sources and 
their controls, and the type of fire protection equipment necessary to 
control each major hazard;  

• Procedures that cover: 
o Controlling the accumulations of flammable and combustible 

materials; and  
o The regular maintenance of safeguards that are installed on 

heat-producing equipment to prevent the accidental ignition of 
combustible materials.  

• And the names or job titles of employees in charge of:  
o Maintenance of equipment to prevent or control sources of ignition or fires; and  
o The control of fuel sources.  

 
In addition to the Fire Protection and Prevention Plan, it is essential 
that all employees become familiar with their company’s Emergency 
Action Plan if a fire or other emergency happens on the site. All sites 
should have emergency contact numbers posted in areas that 
employees can easily see when they need to contact the proper 
authorities.  
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COMMON FIRE RISKS 
   
When you step onto a construction site, ways that 
fires start or spread may not be your first thought. 
You should know that some of the most fire risks 
include:  

• Temporary heating equipment;  

• Hot work;  

• Temporary electrical wiring and lighting;  

• Employees smoking;  

• Build up of waste and debris;  

• On-site cooking equipment; 

• The storage of combustible chemicals and 
flammable liquids; and  

• Arson.  
 
SITE-SECURITY MEASURES 
 
Along with fire risks, it is also important to secure the site against pedestrian traffic as well as theft of 
jobsite property like power tools and copper. Employers and employees should do all they can to help 
minimize the chances of the site being targeted for arson. Sites may be targeted due to:  

• Ease of accessibility;  

• The quantity of flammable materials;  

• Protest or riots; and  

• Revenge.  
 
Be aware that sites can be secured by 
implementing one or more of the following:  

• Preventing unauthorized entry by using 
physical barriers such as fencing around 
the perimeter; 

• The posting of “No Trespassing” signs in 
conspicuous locations on the perimeter 
fencing;  

• Designating and set up of a sign-in location 
for all visitors. Visitors should be escorted 
around the site by designated personnel.  

• Using appropriate lighting throughout the 
site.  

• Having surveillance systems installed and used on the site;  

• Hiring a private security firm ;  

• Having surveillance systems installed;   

• Properly storing all flammable materials and equipment during off-hours at jobsites; and 

• Having deliveries being dropped off during hours when there will be someone present to accept it.  
 
Sites may also want to communicate with local residents and law enforcement to ask them for help in 
monitoring the site during off-hours.  
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PREVENTING FIRES   
 
Fires can have devasting consequences. Not only is there potential loss of property, but workers’ lives as 
well. Like many hazards, the best method to avoid these outcomes is prevention. Pay attention to the 
following categories as we discuss different ways you can help prevent fires on the jobsite.  
 
The Fire Department and General Fire Safety  
 
Before and during the project managers, supervisors, and employees should:  

• Have managers and supervisors go over the project with the local fire department. During this 
meeting, managers and supervisors can inform fire officials about any specific particulars about the 
site that could cause a fire, get advice on local fire regulations, and identify areas that will help the 
firefighters have easy access to the fire should they need to be called out to the site.  

• Have areas with weeds or grass kept down during the construction process. Employees should also 
avoid parking in areas with weeds and grass, especially during heat waves, because hot engines can 
ignite dry vegetation.  

• Make sure to inspect perimeter fencing daily or at the beginning of each shift for signs of damage or 
tampering. Damaged fences that look like they have been tampered with should be reported to your 
supervisor; this could be an indication of unauthorized access to the site.  

• And, become knowledgeable about all fire alarm devices for your site, whether you have an alarm 
system, telephone system, siren, and so on.  

 
Fire Extinguishers and Other Fire Fighting Equipment  
 
Construction sites can vary in size and working tasks, and consequently, fire extinguishers play a huge 
role in helping keep the site safe from out of control fires. While on site, managers, supervisors, and 
employees should adhere to these guidelines to help make sure there are enough fire extinguishers in 
place in if a fire starts:  

• Assure that all locations have the appropriate number of fire extinguishers for the area. Under OSHA, 
a fire extinguisher that is rated no less than 2A (i.e. a fire extinguisher that is as effective as 2 ½ 
gallons of water) is provided for each 3,000 square feet. Traveling distance from any point of the 
3,000 square feet should not exceed 100 feet. A fire extinguisher that is rated no less than 10B 
should be provided within 50 feet of areas that contain 5 gallons or more of flammable or combustible 
liquids or 5 pounds of flammable gas.  

• Fire extinguishers should be inspected monthly and serviced annually by a person who is licensed or 
registered by the State Fire Marshal.  

• If you spot a fire extinguisher that has had its pin pulled, has not had its monthly inspection, or has 
not had it annual servicing, report it to your supervisor and manager.  

• Have a portable fire extinguisher close to all hot work activities. Those assigned to a fire watch should 
grab a fire extinguisher prior to going to the hot work area if they are not sure if the area where hot 
work is taking place has a fire extinguisher already available.  

• In addition to fire extinguishers, sites may also use 55-gallon open drums of water with two fire pails 
or a 1 ½-inch hose that is up to 100 feet in length. The hose must have a nozzle that is capable of 
discharging a continuous flow of water at 25 gallons or more per minute.  

 
Smoking  
 
Perhaps one of the most easily preventable sources of fires is proper disposal of cigarettes. If your site 
has a designated smoking area, only smoke in that area and use all provided receptacles for cigarette 
remains. Make sure that you have completely extinguished your cigarette remains prior to leaving the 
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smoking area. Do NOT toss butts onto the ground or into grassy areas because a fire could result if the 
butt has not been completely snuffed out.  
 
If your site has a no smoking policy, adhere to it.  
 
Cooking Equipment 
 
What do you use to warm up your food? When it’s lunch or break time you might use a microwave or a 
hotplate, and although using them seems harmless, there is still a possibility of fire if they are used 
improperly. Whenever you heat up your food, be sure to:  

• Inspect the outside of these items prior to using them. This includes looking at the cords for any signs 
of damage like fraying. If there are signs of damage, do NOT use and report them to your supervisor. 
Additionally, you should notify others about “Out of Service” or broken items by tagging them with a 
sign or by removing them from the site.  

• Follow the manufacturer’s instructions when using your particular model.   

• Do NOT leave hot plates unattended when they are being used. If you need to leave a hot plate, turn 
it off and unplug it. Warn others that the hot plate is cooling down and tell them not to put anything on 
it.  

• Please note that when a hot plate is not being used, it should be unplugged.  

• Additionally, you should NEVER throw trash or place items on top of a hot plate when it is not use, 
even if it looks cool. The heat may still be dissipating from the surface.  
 

Housekeeping  
 
Did you know that good housekeeping isn’t just about keeping walkways clear? Housekeeping and site 
cleanliness can also decrease the risk of fire outbreaks at work. To help with housekeeping, you should:  

• Remember to throw trash and debris into their proper bins. For sites with trash or debris located 
outside of the building, it is advised that you use ones with closing lids to help reduce the chances of 
arson.  

• Have a separate metal container for oily rags and keep that container away from areas with sparks or 
heat. This container should also have a cover to prevent the rags from igniting.  

• All flammable and combustible liquids and gases should be stored in accordance with all applicable 
local, state, and federal laws. For many sites, this will mean the use of a flammable liquid storage 
cabinet. Fire cabinets should meet all requirements per local, state, and federal laws.  

• Store all combustible material away from sources of sparks or heat. Moreover, keep in mind that all 
equipment that is powered by an internal combustible engine should be located so that the exhausts 
are a good distance away from combustible material.  

• Remember to sweep up and properly dispose of saw dust.  

• And, because paint fumes can be highly flammable, you should allow areas that have recently been 
painted to air out.  

 
Tools and Equipment  
 
Every worksite involves the use of tools and equipment during the construction process. When using tools 
and equipment, you should:  

• Inspect all equipment and tools for signs of wear or damage. Worn or damaged tools and equipment 
could become a potential fire hazard depending on the part that has damage. Worn and damaged 
tools should be tagged and removed from service until they can be repaired or replaced.  

• Parts that can contribute to fires include the electrical cords, blades, and combustible engines.  
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Wiring and Electrical Cords  
 
Many jobsites rely on temporary lighting and electrical cords to give light to the area and to power 
equipment. When working with temporary or permanent wiring and electrical cords, you should:  

• Inspect all wires and cords at the beginning of each shift. Damaged wires should be reported to your 
supervisor and removed from service.  

• In addition to the inspection of electrical cords, make sure you are using the correct size of cord for 
the piece of equipment or lighting.  

• And, because improper wiring could cause a fire, make sure that you inspect areas where wiring is 
being installed.  

 
Hot Work and Portable Heating Equipment  
 
It may seem obvious, but hot work and portable heating equipment are some of the most common causes 
of fire on worksites. When hot work or portable heating equipment is being used, you should.  

• Designate a fire watch for areas where hot work is taking place.  
o Fire watch employees should have a clear view of and immediate access to all areas included 

in the fire watch; 
o Be able to communicate with workers exposed to hot work;  
o Be authorized to stop work if necessary and restore safe conditions within the hot work area;  
o Remain in the hot work area for at least 30 minutes after completion of hot work activities;  
o Be trained to detect fires that occur in areas exposed to hot work activities. 
o And, they should alert employees of any fire beyond the incipient stage and activate alarms if 

they are unable to extinguish the fire.  

• If your site has them, it is strongly suggested that thermal cameras be used to detect heat in areas 
with fire concerns.  

• Furthermore, any posted security guards should be notified of areas that had hot work activities going 
on so they can keep an eye for signs of a fire in those areas.  

• Place all portable heating equipment on non-combustive platforms or flooring. Furthermore, all 
portable heating equipment should be used and maintained in accordance with the manufacturer’s 
instructions.  Do NOT leave portable heating equipment unattended.  

• Keep all exits free of obstructions to assure that you and coworkers can exit the area safely if an 
evacuation due to a fire or other emergency is necessary.  

• And finally, notify the local fire department at the earliest stages of a fire. Fires that are allowed to get 
out of control are harder to fight and result in more damage.  

 
CONCLUSION 
 
In summary, fires at construction sites are preventable fires. To help minimize the chances of a fire 
occurring at your site, be sure to follow your company’s Fire Protection and Prevention Plan and to speak 
with your supervisor if you are concerned about a potential fire risk. Keep in mind that some fires on 
construction sites are caused by unauthorized access to the site, so be vigilant about security on the 
jobsite and notify your supervisor if you observe any suspicious activity. And remember, fire prevention is 
a team effort, so do your part by being aware of fire safe practices.  
 


