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Shippers Dodge a Bullet, for Now, as Fire Marshals Group Tables

Wood Pallet Classification Changes

Changed Requirements would have Cost Shippers a Bundle; Not out of
Woods Yet, However; Is Something Fishy with the Process?

SCDigest Editorial Staff

Although most of them don’t know it, shippers for
now dodged a recommended change in how wood
pallets are classified by the National Association of
State Fire Marshals (NASFM) that would likely have
incurred huge costs on logistics operations.

Earlier this year, NASFM issued a draft Bulletin that
recommended that traditional wood pallets be
moved up two classes in terms of sprinkling system
requirements. That would have meant most distribu-
tion centers would have been required to install new
sprinkler systems - at enormous cost.

According to Bruce Scholnick, president of the Na-
tional Wood Pallet and Container Association
(NWPCA), one large manufacturer said the change
might have cost the company as much as $2 billion
in distribution center changes across its network.
The costs would be high for almost any distribution
operation.

On March 12, at a public meeting attended by doz-
ens of companies representing the pallet industry
and shippers, NASFM decided to pull the draft Bulle-
tin from its web site, and work with both industry
groups and fire code organizations to determine the
best course of action.

“"We made progress, but we are not totally out of the
woods yet,” Scholnick told SCDigest.

The Arcane World of Fire Codes

Most shippers probably do not well understand the
specialized world of fire codes. In fact, the NASFM
proposal was not a code at all, per se, but rather an
interpretation of existing fire codes for wood pallets
that go back decades. These codes are developed by
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NASFM has said it will work with indus-
try group and code makers to refine the
Bulletin by June 1, 2009. There is
strong hope now that that document
will not have a big impact on most ship-
pers, according to Scholnick — but there
are no guarantees.

such organizations as the National Fire Protection
Association and the International Code Council.
Individual states, in turn, use the codes from stan-
dards organizations as the basis for their own
codes.

In some states, published codes automatically be-
come the state’s own requirements. In others,
regulators must formally adopt the changes, and
sometimes reject them.

In the end, however, local fire marshals must in-
terpret the codes, and the NASFM Bulletin was the
organization’s view on how those existing pallet
codes should be interpreted - in this case, that
many facilities using most wood or wood compos-
ite pallets would need higher grade sprinkler sys-
tems.

NASFM has said that driving that changing inter-
pretation in part was that existing standards are
based on the original oak stringer pallet going back
decades, while today many different types of wood
are used, including composite materials that con-
tain binding agents. Adhesives are also used to
connect composite wood blocks to the boards.
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NASFM originally interpreted those changes as
meaning existing standards did not address the
enhanced risk that these pallets had versus the
oak stringer pallets.

The good news coming out of the meeting is
that NASFM now seems to recognize that “wood
is wood,” according to Scholnick. In other
words, standards for wood pallets regardless of
“species” of wood used do not need to be
treated differently. What the view will be on
composites in the end is less clear.

NASFM has said it will work with industry groups
and code makers to refine the Bulletin by June
1, 2009. There is strong hope now that the
amended document will not have a big impact
on most shippers, according to Scholnick - but
there are no guarantees.

In addition to a wide variety of companies in-
volved in wood pallet manufacturing or distribu-
tion, a number of large shippers were also in
attendance at the NASFM meeting, including
Kroger, Nestle and Kraft.

Scholnick said the NASFM officials did not seem
to very well understand how pallets are used in
the supply chain (e.g., cross company use) and
the variation in wood pallets and how they are
re-used many times until their end-of-life.

“That was a bit of an eye opener to them,” he
said.

Is Process Suspect?

The pallet interpretation was actually the first
such Bulletin the NASFM had ever issued. Ac-
cording to Scholnick, the process seemed to
have been “fast tracked,” - odd given the huge
financial impact the recommendations could
have potentially had on shippers.

In fact, Scholnick said he was first made aware
of the issue by retailer Costco.
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NASFM put the Bulletin on its site with little contact with
the industry, took public commentary for a relatively
short period of time, and then was prepared to issue the
final Bulletin before industry uproar caused NASFM to
hold the public meeting two weeks ago.

Why would NASFM pick this issue for its first Bulletin, and
seem to fast track the process?

No one knows for sure, but in May of 2008, CBS news did
a report on the lobbying efforts of the bromide industry.
Bromides are a class of chemicals that can be used as
flame retardants - though there are also strong safety
concerns about the chemical, which has been banned in
two states and is being looked at by quite a few more.

It turns out that at least at that time, a key lobbyist for
the bromide industry was also a lobbyist for NASFM.
(Why it needs a lobbyist at all is not clear).

So what does this have to do with pallets? Plastic pallets,
obviously an alternative to wood, can contain bromides
as a flame retardant. So if sprinkler standards were
raised on wood or wood composite pallets, but not on
plastics pallets with flame retardants, that would be good
for the bromide industry.

The CBS video report can be found here: A Ban on Fire
Retardants?

Just a coincidence? Not clear, but the connections cer-
tainly do lead to questions. SCDigest and Distribution Di-
gest will keep on top of this very interesting story.
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