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Loss Control Insights 
                Preventing Vehicle Fires 

 

Now that fire prevention month is in the books, it may be a good time to train drivers on the 
prevention of vehicle fires, and the use of fire extinguishers. 

Vehicle fire causes 
Vehicle fires are generally caused by mechanical problems. Here are common mechanical 
problems that can lead to vehicle fires: 

 

• Damage or excessive wear in the exhaust system. Exhaust gas temperatures can 
reach 1000 to 1200 degrees. If heat from the exhaust pipe or hot exhaust gas comes into 
contact with a combustible material (carpeting, rubber matting, etc.), a fire can easily 
occur.  

• Wiring short circuits in a location not protected by a circuit breaker or fuse. An 
example would be battery cables. If they rub against the metal of the vehicle and wear 
through, there is no breaker or fuse to stop the electrical current, and the short will 
generate a large amount of heat, igniting any combustibles in the area.  

• Tires that are run when low on air pressure, come into contact with a vehicle 
component, or in the case of duals, come into contact each other (this includes having 
something wedged between duals). The friction of a low tire or tires in contact with each 
other or a vehicle component can create enough heat to start a tire on fire.  

• Fuel leakage. Anytime a vehicle is leaking fuel it is one heat source away from a fire.  

• Accumulations of leaking grease and oil. These can be ignited by any high temperature 
heat source.  

• Excessive hub heat generated by bad bearings, a leaky hub seal, or a dragging 
brake. This is what is blamed for starting the bus fire in Texas that killed 23 people on 
board during the Hurricane Rita evacuation.  

 

Drivers are also a possible ignition source for a 
vehicle fire. Careless use of smoking materials can 
easily start a vehicle fire. Drivers that smoke must be 
disciplined when disposing of their smoking materials 
improperly. Sleeper berths, floor coverings, seats, 
and stored equipment can all be ignited by sloppy 
disposal of cigar and cigarette butts. 

The use of lighters, hand torches, or flares to free 
frozen components by the driver can also start the 
vehicle on fire. 

 



 

 

 

As you can see, most of these hazards can be eliminated if the driver performs a thorough pre-
trip and post-trip inspection, and is careful with heat sources. However, if prevention does fail it 
is important that drivers understand how to use their fire extinguisher.



 

 

 

Extinguisher use 
 

To correctly use the extinguisher the driver simply needs to remember the acronym PASS, or 
the chant Pull, Aim, Squeeze, Sweep. To correctly use a fire extinguisher the driver will need 
to: 

 

• Pull the safety pin out.  
• Aim the extinguisher nozzle at the base of the flames (what is burning) rather than at the 

actual flames.  
• Squeeze the handles together to activate the extinguisher.  
• Sweep the extinguishing agent across the area that is burning.  

 

Other tips to share with drivers about fire extinguishers are: 

 

• Extinguishers are short lived. They will run out of extinguishing agent fairly quickly, so 
being as accurate as possible is important. Also, the driver will need to be in a position to 
get to a safe area quickly, and save as much of the vehicle as possible, if the 
extinguisher does not put out the fire.  

 

• Fires put out with extinguishers are prone to reignite. This is especially true if the fire 
involved liquid or gaseous fuels. Never turn your back on a fire that was put out with an 
extinguisher.  

 

 

• The extinguisher can only work if it has extinguishing agent in it. Be sure it is checked as 
part of the pre-trip!  

 

As always ~ be safe! 

 


