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IBC 2015 Updates Affecting Foam Plastic Installed as Exterior Continuous Insulation in Above-Grade Walls

As commercial wall assemblies with exterior foam insulation have become mainstream, IBC 2015 has added provisions to clarify fire safety requirements and sound practices for this kind of wall construction.  A summary of these updates appears below.
IBC Chapter 14 Exterior Walls

Vapor Retarder on the Interior Side of Stud Walls: If the wall has impermeable foam plastic insulation installed on the exterior such as PIR, XPS, faced EPS or closed cell SPF, use a Class III vapor retarder such as latex paint.  Do not use a Class I or Class II vapor retarder such as aluminum polyethylene sheet or foil-faced batt or kraft-faced batt.  Ref Section 1403.4.2
IBC Chapter 26 Foam Plastic Insulation

Fire Resistance Rating: If a fire resistance rating is required for the wall assembly, data based on ASTM E 119 or UL 263 testing shall be provided to demonstrate that the wall’s rating is maintained with the plastic foam in the wall assembly.  Ref Section 2603.5.1
Vertical and Lateral Fire Propagation: Wall assemblies in Type I, II, III and IV construction containing plastic foam insulation are still required to be tested to NFPA 285.  However, IBC 2015 provides a new exemption from this requirement if: The insulation in the wall assembly is sandwiched between layers of ≥1” thickness concrete or ≥1” thickness masonry and there is no air space in the “sandwich” OR there is a maximum 1” air space between “Class A” insulation and the concrete or masonry.  “Class A” insulation has Flame Spread Index ≤25 per ASTM E 84.  Ref Section 2603.5.5, Exception 2.

Wind Resistance: Wall assemblies that use foam plastic board attached to framing as sheathing shall use XPS/EPS meeting ASTM C 578 or PIR meeting ASTM C 1289.  Wall assemblies shall comply with ANSI/FS100 for wind pressure resistance. Ref Section 2603.10

Cladding Attachment through Foam Insulation:  IBC 2015 has added provisions for attachment of exterior cladding through foam plastic insulation into masonry, concrete and cold-formed steel framing substrates.  Fastener spacing and type is specified depending on cladding weight and insulation thickness.  Ref Sections 2603.11 and 2603.12.

PIR = polyisocyanurate foam insulation

EPS = expanded polystyrene foam insulation

XPS = extruded polystyrene foam insulation

SPF = spray polyurethane foam insulation

