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Background Information 
 
PIR is the most widely used thermal insulant by value in the UK and Ireland.1  Polyurethane 
insulation, has been used successfully in construction for more than 50 years and has been 
developed and engineered to produce the more widely used Polyisocyanurate insulation, commonly 
known as PIR.   
 
The Insulation Manufacturers Association is the trade body for the PIR insulation sector, 
representing all the manufacturers of PIR (and PUR) in the UK and Ireland, our main manufacturers 
are household names and operate across 14 manufacturing sites2.  We also have within our 
membership, the ancillary materials and chemical companies that make up our supply chain3.  
 
PIR is a highly engineered and advanced product, manufactured by mixing polyols and the chemical 
MDI in a precise process to produce rigid insulation boards of varying thicknesses up to 250mm.  
The finished product is used to insulate walls, floors and roofs of buildings, as well as in the 
production of structurally insulated panels (SIPs) and is an essential product to make buildings 
achieve improved energy performance and energy efficiency.  
 
PIR is used extensively for both new-build and retrofit, as its thermal efficiency far exceeds other 
materials currently available, such as stone or mineral wool. With a lambda value of around 0.019 to 
0.023 W/m.K, it is highly thermally efficient and is the first choice for many specifiers.   
 
The fire at the Mac 
 
We are not in a position to comment directly on the circumstances of the fire at the Mac, or whether 
products were correctly chosen for the specific application or how and if products and materials were 
correctly installed to meet the necessary and required standards. Neither do we have the full facts 
                                                           
1  (IAL Consultants Annual Report 2017 – The European Market for Thermal Insulation Products, UK and Ireland). 
2 Manufacturers include Kingspan, Celotex, Xtratherm, Recticel, IKO Insulations, Bauder, Portakabin, Ballytherm, 
Quinntherm and Ecotherm  
3 Suppliers include BASF, BorsodChem, Covestro (formerly Bayer), Dow Chemicals and Huntsman (formerly ICI). 
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about how the fire started or spread, but what we do know is, if PIR is specified and installed 
according to the relevant building regulations and manufacturer’s instructions, it will meet all the 
required performance characteristics.  All PIR boards are manufactured in accordance with BS EN 
13165 (Thermal insulation products for buildings. Factory made rigid polyurethane form (PU 
products - Specification) and many have third party certification.  PIR manufacturers carry out strict 
factory production control procedures on every batch of product that they produce to ensure 
consistency across a set of parameters laid down by the standard. 
 
In reading the follow up evidence from Park Architects regarding the insulation used4 it is clear that a 
number of different options were considered and where PIR was used “it was never in an exposed or 
cavity situation; it was encapsulated top and bottom with lining material in accordance with 
manufacturers' recommendations.”  Therefore, we can see no reason to call into question the use of 
the product. 
 
However, having read other submissions to your committee5, we have identified inaccurate, incorrect 
and misleading statements with regards to the characteristics of PIR along with other issues and 
therefore wish to provide additional information which we would like you to consider.  It is clear that 
in the light of the Grenfell tragedy, opinions and assumptions dressed up as fact are being used to 
make comparisons in a wholly unscientific and irrational manner.  In this case, making comparisons 
between external wall insulation systems (which formed no part of the design at the Mac) and roof 
insulation is wholly misleading. 
 
Combustible Materials 

PIR insulation is combustible but it is not flammable.  There is a very important and crucial distinction 
between these two apparently similar categories.  Unfortunately, these two categories have become 
interchangeable so that the word combustible is being used (incorrectly) to describe flammable.  
Flammable materials are those that ignite more easily than other materials, whereas those that are 
harder to ignite or burn less vigorously are combustible. 
 
There is a huge range of performance in combustible materials.  Even products that are classified as 
non-combustible can contain elements of combustible materials which is why the European 
Commission has mandated that a test for glowing/smouldering combustion behaviour be introduced 
into the European Standards of some insulation types such as mineral wool and wood fibre. 
 
Most materials combust and most construction products used in the construction of buildings are 
combustible.  Without them buildings would be less comfortable, less energy efficient and altogether 
poorer in both end-user experience and overall performance.  This does not mean that buildings are 
unsafe and that combustible products should not be used, especially as for many applications there 
is no alternative to a combustible product.   
 
Whenever there is a fire the effluents, including smoke and soot are always toxic, irrespective of the 
products involved in the fire.  It is important to recognise that in most fires the building contents, 
made up of many different materials and in varying quantities, will burn before any construction 
materials6.  As non-combustible materials can contain combustible elements, they are not immune 
from being contributory factors in a fire spread. 
 

                                                           
4 http://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/General%20Documents/GSA_Insulation_response_final.pdf 
5 http://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/General%20Documents/CTEEA_GSoA_Sup_WritEv_MIMA.pdf 
6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=43&v=3zjeq5drQVU 
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PIR insulation is designed to meet stringent fire performance criteria. Upon ignition, PIR forms a 
stable char that protects underlying layers from ignition and flame spread, even at higher fire 
sources. This is clearly demonstrated in tests carried out in Italy on roof insulation under bituminous 
waterproof membranes7 where, once the product has charred, the flame spread is reduced and the 
fire dies away. 
 
Conclusion 
 
It is clearly very sad and extremely unfortunate that this iconic building has been subject to these 
damaging fires.  The responsibility for the decision as to its future standing, either re-creating or re-
building Mackintosh’s masterpiece, must lie with those closest to the building, those responsible for 
it, who work in it and use it as well as those tasked with funding, owning and maintaining it for future 
generations. 
 
The committee has received views and opinions from various interested parties as well as claims 
and assumptions, which we would challenge.  It is beholden of the committee to use its best 
endeavours to ascertain the facts using scientific and empirical evidence and to judge the veracity of 
submissions, not just on the information received, but also their source and to gauge the motives 
behind some of these claims. 
 
 
 
Simon Storer 
23/11/2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
7 https://youtu.be/06yCCT5xwj4 

https://youtu.be/06yCCT5xwj4

