
Fire Protection

Understanding the Hazard
Fire Following Earthquake

The Hazard
In the aftermath of a major earthquake, the ability to combat a �re is likely to be 
severely restricted. Unfortunately, this also is a time when the risk of �re could be 
signi�cantly higher than normal. Earthquake shaking causes movement or dam-
age of equipment and contents. This movement can result in released �ammable 
gases or liquids and other combustible material coming into contact with ignition 
sources, such as open �ames or electrical arcing. Further, after an earthquake, 
there is an increased possibility of area-wide �res or con�agrations, and uncer-
tainty about the availability of �re suppression.

While earthquakes cannot be prevented or accurately predicted, their potential 
damage can be prevented or minimized by understanding the hazard, and through 
careful planning. News reports following earthquakes usually concentrate on 
visually striking structural failures in the zone of severe ground shaking. But, they 
largely ignore the majority of buildings that can be quickly returned to productive 
operation. These buildings usually remain standing, but may have experienced 
some nonstructural damage that might increase the likelihood of a �re, or impair 
sprinkler systems.

If your building sustains only moderate damage from an earthquake, protecting 
it against further nonstructural damage from either �re or water leakage is a criti-
cal �rst step toward quick recovery. This brochure focuses on practical ways to 
reduce risk associated with �res after earthquakes.

Science of the Hazard
Most earthquake damage results from the sudden release of energy in the form 
of seismic waves (wave motion) and surface rupture (physical slippage) of the 
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Need more information?

Ask your FM Global engineer or client 
service team about the following:
�Q  Earthquake Checklist (P9807)
�Q  Protecting Your Facility from the 

Dangers of Earthquake (P9595)
�Q  Understanding the Hazard: Lack of 

Seismic Gas Shutoff Valves (P0290)
�Q  Understanding the Hazard: Lack of 

Earthquake Bracing on Sprinkler 
Systems (P0042)
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