
Vehicle Fire

 Emergency Preparedness 

Don’t Be Scared  Be Prepared



This information will teach you what fire hazards to look for 

and how to respond to a vehicle fire if one starts. These fires 

don’t happen often, but when they do, they can happen 

quickly. If you have a fire while driving, you should pull over 

and turn off the engine. That stops the flow of fuel. Then, 

GET OUT of your vehicle! If the hood or trunk is hot or you 

see smoke coming out, don’t open it. The additional air 

flowing in could cause the fire to grow bigger. 

Vehicle and RV Fires



Move at least 100 feet away from your vehicle AND make 

sure you’re standing clear of traffic and other hazards. 

Don’t go back to the vehicle to retrieve personal property. 

Once you’re safely away from your vehicle, call 911 or have 

another motorist make the call for you. 

It Can’t Hurt to Pull Over and Check Even if you think 

you smell or see smoke but you’re not sure, pull over and 

turn off the engine.

Move Far Away and Don’t Go Back



Never park in tall grass or where other flammables can 

touch the underside of your vehicle. One part of your 

exhaust system on the underside near the engine is the 

catalytic converter, located below the driver’s seat. 

The catalytic converter reduces toxic gases and pollutants in 

your vehicle’s exhaust, and it can reach temperatures above 

1,000°F. If you’re parked in tall grass or over other flammables, 

a hot catalytic converter will start a fire. 

Your Vehicle Gets Very Hot



Where Vehicle Fires Start



Be alert to certain conditions. For example, if your engine is 

overheating, stop driving. Another sign that a fire could start 

is the smell of burning rubber or plastic. Fix electrical 

problems (like that fuse that keeps blowing). Always wipe up 

oil, coolant, or other fluids spilled on or around the engine. 

Replace any cracked, frayed, or loose wires and damaged 

hoses. Repair all fluid leaks as soon as possible. Try to have 

your vehicle serviced by a professional mechanic regularly.  

Ways to Avoid a Vehicle Fire



Don’t drive your vehicle if there’s even the smallest fuel leak, 

if you seem to be using fuel more quickly than usual, or if 

you smell fuel or smoke. If you spot leaks or your vehicle 

isn't running properly, don’t wait to get it checked. A well-

maintained vehicle is less likely to have a fire. If you must 

transport gasoline, carry only a small amount in a certified 

gas can with a tight-fitting cap, and keep a window open for 

ventilation. Gas cans and propane cylinders should never be 

transported in the passenger compartment. 

Fuel Leaks & Transporting Gas



Class ABC fire extinguishers can be used for any kind of fire. 
Class B or C are still useful. A grease fire on your stove is 
treated differently from an electrical fire under your hood. 
Check the label on the extinguisher to identify which kind of 
fire it's for. 

What Kind of Fire Extinguisher?



Grab the correct extinguisher, stand 8-10 ft away from the 

fire, and aim the nozzle at the source of the fire (if you have 

clear access to that area). 

How to Use A Fire Extinguisher



Read the label on each extinguisher you own to make sure 

you understand exactly how to use it. Think about doing that 

today. Don’t wait until a vehicle fire to try to figure it out.

Be sure to check all of your extinguishers every six months. 

Watch for pressure leaks as they may need servicing. Fire 

extinguisher chemicals are toxic, so be careful not to inhale 

the chemicals or get them on you.

Learn How to Use Your Extinguisher(s)



Keep up with maintenance schedules and 

being mindful of hazards. This can help keep you safe, and 

it helps ensure that your RV stays in good condition. 

Whether you own a Class A, B, or C motorhome, a travel 

trailer, fifth wheel, or camper … you need to know the most 

likely trouble spots for fires in your RV. 

Fire Precautions for RVs

Most fires do not start in the driver and passenger area.



How many is enough? If your RV is less than 21 feet 

long, one smoke alarm is sufficient. Install a second 

alarm if you have an RV with a bedroom located away 

from the living area. Mount the smoke alarms on the 

ceiling; be sure one of them is located near the kitchen. 

In addition to smoke alarms, you should have two gas 

detectors for carbon monoxide and propane leaks. Follow 

the manufacturer’s instructions when testing them monthly. 

RVs Need Several Smoke Alarms



The fridge and the engine are at the top of the list. Electrical 

shorts in the coach can also contribute to sudden flames. 

Combustibles like curtains, towels, paper plates, and simple 

grease fires can start kitchen fires. Other trouble spots 

include a dragging brake, which can ignite the brake fluid, 

and rubber hoses in a radiator or a heater hose. Create a 

checklist of these and other potential fire hazards and do a 

fire safety inspection of your vehicle each month.

Where RV Fires Start



Where RV Fires Start



They all need to be easily accessible. Keep one in the 

kitchen, one in the bedroom, and one in an unlocked 

outside compartment. There are different types of fire 

extinguishers for an RV. 

» A dry chemical extinguisher is used for electrical fires 

and kitchen fires. 

» A CO2 (carbon dioxide) extinguisher is used for electrical 

or liquid flammables like propane and solvents. 

Your RV Needs 3 Fire Extinguishers



… pull over to a safe spot and turn off the engine. Wait at 

least 15 minutes for the engine to cool. The temperature 

gauge should move back to normal as the engine cools. 

Touch the hood before opening it to see if it’s too hot. If you 

can’t pull over, turn off the A/C, open your windows and 

turn on the heat to high. This will pull heat away from the 

engine. Get to a mechanic and keep an eye on that 

temperature gauge! Pull over if it overheats again.

If Your Vehicle Overheats…



Always wait to let the engine cool down completely 

before adding more coolant. BUT adding more coolant 

won’t help if a hose is clogged or you have a broken 

radiator fan or water pump. Read your owner’s 

manual to learn how to add coolant to your vehicle. 

You might find a manual at a public library (or online 

using a library computer). 

Check Your Engine Coolant



Unusual wear patterns and small cracks in the tire sidewalls; 

don’t drive with either of these problems until inspected by 

a professional. Check your tire pressure when the tires are 

cold. Inflate to the recommended pressure (PSI: pounds per 

square inch). Find this number on a sticker on the inside of 

the driver’s door or frame. Check spare tire pressure twice a 

year. Feel the hubs after driving. Are they too hot? It may be 

a wheel bearing or brake issue. Get it fixed. RV drivers 

should use a tire pressure monitoring system (TPMS). 

Check Your Tires Regularly



Shut off the propane at the tank when not in use. Turn off all 

propane-powered appliances. Monitor all the gauges; if a 

gauge registers out of normal operating range, stop and get 

it checked. Make sure to handle fuels in adequately vented 

areas. For any gas-powered devices like lanterns or grills, be 

sure to connect safely. When you cook with propane, never 

leave the stove unattended while cooking and don’t keep 

anything flammable near the burners. 

RV Propane Safety



Ensure the power cord connecting your RV to a 

campground’s electricity supply is in good condition and 

able to handle the electrical load. Replace damaged cords 

immediately. Always make sure the electrical connections at 

the pedestal hookup are secure. Avoid using electrical

adapters and extension cords when making electrical 

connections; using these can create excessive heat and 

cause fires. 

RV Electrical Hookup



It’s best not to use power strips and extension cords. Using 

power strips inside the RV can overload electrical outlets, 

and circuit breakers don’t always prevent overloads from 

starting fires. For extension cords, if you must use one, be 

sure it’s heavy-duty or specifically made for RVs, and that 

the load you put on it is well within its capacity. Don’t run 

any electrical cord under a carpet or floor mat or close it in 

a door or window. 

No Power Strips or Extension Cords



Buy a propane detector if your RV doesn’t already have one. 

You can buy one at just about any hardware store. A leak in 

the propane system powering your refrigerator, furnace, 

oven, and stovetop should cause the alarm to sound. Put out

any open flames and pilot lights, and don’t touch electrical 

switches. Exit the RV and turn off the main gas supply valve. 

Leave the door open and don’t return until the odor clears. 

Have the system checked out by a qualified technician 

before using it again. 

RV Propane Gas Leaks



Only portable electric heaters w/auto-shutoff in case of 

overheating or being tipped over. No fuel-burning heaters! 

They can start a fire, and people in the RV will be exposed to 

dangerous or deadly levels of carbon monoxide gas. Don’t 

keep camping heaters and lanterns on while sleeping. 

Campfire? It should be at least 25 ft away from anything 

that can burn, including your vehicle. Keep tiki torches and 

wick lanterns away from the vehicle. 

Heaters in Your RV



If you have a generator, place it as far away from the 

RV as the power cord will allow. Face the exhaust 

away from the camping area and be sure it isn’t near 

anything that could ignite from the heat. Operate your 

generator in an area where gasoline fumes cannot 

reach an ignition source. 

Using a Generator for Your RV



For passenger vehicles (cars, trucks, and vans), make sure 

that your windows and doors open and close easily and 

that you have a fire extinguisher within reach. 

For RVs, make sure you always have a clear path of escape in 

case of emergency. Be sure you can open the front door, 

hatches, and emergency exits and confirm that windows 

open easily. If you’re in a long vehicle, plan a second route 

through which to escape. 

Check Your Exits



Put Monterey County emergency services numbers into your 

phone at the top of the list. 

Emergency: 9-1-1

Police Non-Emergency: (831) 646-3914

Alert Monterey County: (831) 755-8969

Disaster Relief Services: 2-1-1

When you charge your phone with your vehicle, do it while 

you’re awake. Better yet, use a solar charger instead.

Stay Connected and Safe



Read this handout at your leisure until you feel confident that 

you know how to avoid vehicle fires and how to handle them. 

Review This Again
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