
 

 

Hidden dangers in idle wooden pallets 
 
Empty wooden pallets in a business operation are a serious fire and safety hazard that every business 
owner and employee needs to recognize.  
 
Fire threat 
Wooden pallets have unique characteristics that make great fuel for a fire. They are made from rough, 
unfinished lumber, which has a much greater burning surface than finished lumber. They are usually very 
dry and constructed with hollow spaces increasing its ability to reflect heat and hot gases back on itself. 
This enhances the speed at which a fire can involve the whole pallet. When pallets are piled too high, you 
have the perfect storm — a hot, rapidly burning fire where hot gases are conducted upward through 
hollow spaces much like a chimney. These same hollow spaces provide protection from water streams 
that make them stubborn fires to extinguish. Your sprinkler system may be too weak or inadequate to 
handle such a hot and swift fire. 
 
Indoor storage 
The National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) recommends, as a minimum, that empty pallets stored 
inside a building should not go above six feet high. They should never be grouped in more than four 
stacks (four pallets on the floor, each stacked six feet high maximum). There should be at least eight feet 
of clearance from one grouping to the next. Twenty-five feet of clearance is required from an idle pallet 
grouping and the nearest commodity. 
 
If pallet storage must be over six feet in height, the area absolutely must be protected by a fire sprinkling 
system designed in accordance with NFPA 13.  
 
Under NFPA, rack storage of empty pallets is not permitted unless the building was designed with an 
Early Suppression Fast Response Sprinkler (ESFRS). If you have any doubts about your system, contact 
your SECURA Risk Management Consultant for an evaluation.  
 
Outdoor storage 
Pallets should be stored at least 30 feet from high value buildings when there are 200 or fewer units. 
When there are more than 200 units, the clearance should be 50 feet. 
 
Outdoor storage of pallets should be in secure areas to discourage theft. Fenced yards, shipping 
containers, and empty truck trailers can help a business owner cope with theft issues.  
 
General Safety Rules 

 Pallets should be stacked neatly and not haphazardly for stability. 
 Remove damaged pallets from service. They can cause load tipping, commodity damage, and 

personal injury. 
 Pallets should be stored flat, never on edge where they can fall and injure workers or block exits. 
 Pallets should never block egress areas or be stored near compressed gases or structural 

building components. 
 Pallets are designed to be moved by forklifts or hand-jacks. Never move a pallet by manually 

bending over and trying to push or pull the pallet. This can cause serious back injury. Play it 
smart and play it safe; use your mechanical lifting devices. 


