
TECHNICAL BULLETIN 
 

 

Use of MCM Wall Cladding with Foam Plastic Insulation in 

Combustible Wall Assemblies 

Overview 

With increased demands in energy conservation, 

designers are often looking for ways to include 

additional insulation on the exterior side of the wall 

assembly, behind the cladding, to meet the 

requirements of the code.  Installation of this 

“continuous insulation” generally occurs in the free 

air cavity between the weather barrier and the 

exterior cladding material. 

 

Installation Example 

Two primary types of material are used to provide 

this additional insulation: mineral wool (also known 

as mineral fiber) insulation and foam plastic 

insulation.  Mineral wool insulation is recognized as 

a noncombustible material in accordance with the 

International Building Code (IBC) Section 703.5.1.  

As a noncombustible material, the mineral wool 

does not contribute to the combustible components 

of the wall assembly.   

The real question becomes when is the use of foam 

plastic insulation allowed and under what 

conditions is compliance with the NFPA 285 

“Standard Fire Test Method for Evaluation of Fire 

Propagation Characteristics of Exterior Non-Load-

Bearing Wall Assemblies Containing Combustible 

Components” required?  

This technical bulletin investigates the allowable 

use of foam plastic insulation as a component of a 

combustible wall assembly using MCM as an 

exterior cladding based on the requirements of the 

2015 IBC.  

Discussion 

The IBC provides guidance on the use of Metal 

Composite Materials (MCM) in Section 1407 and 

foam plastic insulation in Section 2603.5. 

Metal Composite Material 

With several noted exceptions, the allowable use of 

MCM assemblies can be found in Sections 1407.10 

Types I, II, III, and IV construction and 1407.11 

Alternate conditions.  Generally speaking, MCM 

systems can be installed to a height of 40 to 50 feet 

above grade before compliance with NFPA 285 

must be considered. 

These are “typical” conditions and avoid exceptions 

specifically identified in the code such as those for: 

 Type V construction 

 Non-Rated Construction 

 Buildings with property line or proximity issues 

 Building that are “non-standard” in size and 

dimension (there are sometimes considerations 

for overly large or unique shape buildings) 

Foam Plastic Insulation 

The use of foam plastic insulation, either as “board 

stock” or as a component of a wall, is specifically 

regulated in IBC Section 2603.5.5. This section 

states that the wall assembly shall be tested in 

accordance with NFPA 285 for Type I, II, III, and 

IV construction. 
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There is an exception for one-story buildings in 

Section 2603.5.5, however it requires that the foam 

plastic be covered with a minimum thickness of 

0.032” aluminum.  Typical MCM metal facers are 

0.020” and it is not permitted to add the facers 

together to reach the minimum thickness. 

Example 

Wall construction to a building height up to 40 feet 

above grade made from Metal Composite Material 

(MCM) fabricated with a perimeter aluminum 

frame and attached by bolting the frame to the base 

structural wall.  The cavity, starting from the 

exterior, consists of MCM cladding, 0.5” free air 

cavity, 2” of foam plastic  insulation, weather 

barrier, and a layer of gypsum board on the exterior 

side of the structural wall.  (Foam thickness, 

orientation of materials, and actual height above 

grade, up to 40’, should not impact the results of the 

analysis.) 

 

With the use of foam plastic insulation, this wall 

would need to conform to the requirements of 

NFPA 285 based on Section 2603.5.5 regardless of 

the height above grade.   

 

If the foam plastic insulation were replaced with 

mineral wool, this assembly would remain a 

combustible wall cladding assembly due to the use 

of the MCM.  The allowable height limitations for 

product use without compliance to NFPA 285 

would be as defined in Section 1407.11. 

 

Summary  

The use of combustible components in the wall 

assembly may trigger the need for compliance with 

NFPA 285 at differing heights, however the use of 

foam plastic insulation in most applications of 

Types I-IV construction will require compliance 

with NFPA 285 regardless of height (Section 

2603.5.5).  

 

For additional information on the correct product 

use for MCM reference the MCA Technical 

Bulletin titled “Choosing between Fire Retardant 

and Standard Core Metal Composite Material 

(MCM)”). 
 

 

 

 

Founded in 1983, the Metal Construction 

Association brings together the diverse metal 

construction industry for the purpose of expanding 

the use of all metals used in construction. MCA 

promotes the benefits of metal in construction 

through: 

 Technical guidance 

 Product certification 

 Educational and awareness programs 

 Advocating for the interests of our industry 

 Recognition of industry-achievement awards 
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 Monitoring of industry issues, such as codes and 

standards 

 Research to develop improved metal 

construction products 

 Promotional and marketing support for the 

metal construction industry 

 Publications to promote use of metal wall and 

roof products in construction 

For more information, please visit the MCA Web 

site at www.metalconstruction.org 
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any form or by any means, including photocopying, 

or utilized by any information storage or retrieval 

system without permission of the copyright owner. 

This bulletin is for general information only. The 

bulletin is designed to delineate areas requiring 

consideration.  Information contained in the bulletin 

should not be used without first securing competent 

advice with respect to its suitability for any given 

application. MCA does not assume responsibility 

and disclaims any representation or warranty, 

express or implied, that such information is suitable 

for any general or particular use. Anyone making 

use of the bulletin assumes all liability resulting 

from such use. 

The existence of the bulletin does not in any respect 

preclude a member or nonmember of MCA from 

manufacturing, selling, or specifying products not 

conforming to the bulletin, nor does the existence of 

an MCA bulletin preclude its voluntary use by 

persons other than MCA members. The bulletin 

does not purport to address all safety problems 

associated with its use or all applicable regulatory 

requirements. It is the responsibility of the user of 

the guideline to establish appropriate safety and 

health practices and to determine the applicability 

of regulatory limitations before use of the bulletin. 

The Metal Construction Association reserves the 

right to change, revise, add to, or delete any data 

contained in the bulletin without prior notice. 

It is the responsibility of the end user to verify the 

applicability of this information with the local 

building and fire officials. 
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