
 

US firefighters adapt to 'new hazards' in
electric car blazes

June 30 2022, by Juliette Michel with Joshua Melvin in Washington

  
 

  

California firefighters ended up building a water-filled put to extinguish the
flames in a Tesla electric car.
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California firefighters ended up using a water-filled pit to douse
stubborn flames in a Tesla's battery compartment earlier this month,
illustrating the distinct difficulties in battling electric vehicle blazes.

As the number of electric cars on America's roads has jumped, fire
crews have had to learn how to attack flames in them that can require
hours—and thousands of gallons of water—to put out.

Though they can require particular procedures to fight, early indications
point to fires in battery-powered cars being no more frequent than their
fossil fuel-powered cousins, yet the US government is still gathering
data.

US carmaker GM announced Thursday a new training initiative for 
emergency responders and Tesla has put out guides on how to get a
burning battery bank under control. But it's still up to crews in the field
to handle these fires.

"We're kind of just creeping into the future of firefighting," said Capt.
Parker Wilbourn, a spokesman for the Sacramento Metropolitan Fire
District, which handled the burning Tesla.

"This is a new age fire and so we're having to adapt and find solutions,"
he added.

The main difference with electric vehicles is their power source, and 
lithium-ion batteries burn hot, fast and require large amounts of water to
fully extinguish when they catch fire.

Tesla, which dominates America's electric vehicle market, says it can
take 3,000-8,000 gallons (11,000-30,000 liters) of water to put out and
cool a battery fire.
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"Always establish or request additional water supply early," Elon Musk's
car company recommends in its emergency response guide.

Meanwhile, electric-powered vehicles are a steadily growing minority of
the over the 275 million vehicles on the road in the United States.

Electrics and hybrids represented nearly 10 percent of US car purchases
last year, according to Cox Automotive.

In the case of the June 9 Tesla fire in California, the car was seriously
damaged in a crash about three weeks prior and was parked at a
junkyard waiting to be dismantled when it started to burn.
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A Ford Fusion hybrid vehicle burns near Austin, Texas, on June 25, 2022.

Risk of 'thermal runaway'

Investigators were working to figure out what caused the fire that took
some 4,500 gallons of water to douse, but said there was no indication
humans had sparked the blaze.

The batteries can reignite hours or even days after an initial incident,
with Tesla recommending the monitoring of battery temperatures for at
least 24 hours after a fire.

"It's not necessarily that they're more dangerous," said Michael Gorin, a
program manager at nonprofit National Fire Protection Association
(NFPA), referring to electric cars.

"It's just that it's a new technology, a new set of hazards," he added.

He noted electric car blazes don't appear to be more frequent or
dangerous than in fossil fuel-powered vehicles, but America's road
safety agency NHTSA says it does not have enough data to reach
conclusions about the rate at which they catch fire.

Lithium-ion batteries can however undergo so-called "thermal runaway"
–- an ominous sounding term that refers to an uncontrolled increase in
temperature and pressure -– in one cell that can spread to another in a
bank of batteries.

The US accident investigation agency NTSB warned in late 2020 of that
and other risks linked to the batteries, and recommended car makers
follow a common template for their fire response guides in order to help
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emergency crews.

Fire crews around the world have had to learn the particularities of
dealing with the tenacious fires in electric car batteries, and over
250,000 emergency responders in the United States have done training
with NFPA, the fire prevention non-profit.

"But I believe it's 1.1 million firefighters in the United States today,"
said Gorin, an NFPA program manager.

GM, in announcing its new training initiative, noted that a key part of
encouraging "mass adoption" of electric vehicles is to "support those
who play a vital role in the responsible deployment" of the cars:
firefighters.

The perception of the vehicles' safety is key, especially after GM
advised owners of some electric Chevrolet Bolt cars last year not to park
them indoors or charge them unattended overnight, before initiating a
massive recall of all model years.

Wilbourn, the California fire captain, said one way to ensure safety in
the booming electric car market could be some kind of internal fire
firefighting capacity built into electric cars.

"Maybe one of those solutions is putting that back on the manufacturer,"
he said, noting fire suppression is already a requirement in homes and
businesses.
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