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Introduction

Businesses have legal obligations to protect the health and safety of their employees and visitors. In the case of fire safety, businesses must do what they can to prevent fires, to contain them if they do occur and take measures to ensure people can escape in the event of a fire. All business premises must comply with fire safety legislation.

The Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005, applicable in England and Wales, removed the requirement for a fire certificate and placed more emphasis on the requirement to carry out fire risk assessments.

In Scotland, fire safety is covered by the Fire (Scotland) Act 2005. In Northern Ireland, the relevant legislation is the Fire Precautions (Workplace) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2001.

This factsheet provides information about the legislation you must comply with and explains how to minimise risks, prevent fires happening and deal with a fire if it does occur. It contains hints and tips and sources of further information.

Does the fire safety legislation apply to you?

Fire safety legislation applies to all non-domestic premises. The law applies to you if you are responsible for any type of business premises, including offices, shops, pubs, clubs, restaurants, residential homes, hotels, factories and warehouses or are the owner or agent responsible for the shared areas in a block of flats. It also applies to you if you are a self-employed person occupying business premises.

What does the law require you to do?

In England and Wales, the Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005 (the Order) is the main piece of fire safety legislation. Its main stipulation is that the person who has control over a premises (the 'responsible person') must take steps to reduce the risk of fire and to make sure that people can escape safely if there is a fire. The requirement to hold a fire certificate has been removed.

The Fire (Scotland) Act 2005 introduces similar provisions in Scotland. Go to www.infoscotland.com/firelaw for further information.

The Fire Precautions (Workplace) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2001 make similar provisions in Northern Ireland. Go to www.nifrs.org/fire_safety.php?sec=1166 for details.

At the centre of the legislation is the fire risk assessment. You need to make an appraisal of your work activities and workplace to identify any potential fire hazards and decide who might be in danger in the event of fire, for example employees and visitors. The assessment should pay special attention to dangers for people who have a disability or need special help.

You then need to evaluate the risks presented by any hazards and decide whether your existing fire precautions are adequate or whether more needs to be done (this must be regularly reviewed). The risk assessment can be carried out by a 'competent person' (there is further detail about this below) but ultimately the responsible person is accountable.

If you have five or more employees, the risk assessment must be recorded and show:

· Any significant findings.

· Measures taken or to be taken to reduce risks.

· Any people identified as being specifically at risk.

Other responsibilities under the Order include taking steps to ensure there is protection if flammable or explosive materials are used or stored. Where possible, dangerous substances must be replaced with safer substitutes. You must also make a plan to deal with emergencies. Your premises must be equipped with appropriate fire fighting equipment, fire detection devices and alarms.

How do you assess the risk of fire?

The Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) and the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) recommend a five-step approach to risk assessment:

Step 1: Identify fire hazards

· Are there any sources of ignition, such as heaters, naked flames, etc?

· What could burn? For example, are there piles of waste paper or packaging?

· Are there sources of oxygen on the premises, such as air conditioning equipment?

Step 2: Identify people at risk

· Do people work near to fire hazards?

· Are there people working alone or in isolated areas?

· Are there any people especially at risk, such as people with a disability?

Step 3: Evaluate, remove or reduce, and protect from risk

· Evaluate the risk of a fire starting.

· Remove or reduce fire hazards where possible.

· Reduce the risks identified.

Further information on this step is provided below.

Step 4: Record, plan, instruct, inform and train

· Record the dangers and people identified in steps 1 and 2.

· Record what you did to tackle hazards and risks in step 3.

· Make an emergency plan tailored to your premises (there is further guidance about this below).

· Inform and instruct relevant people about fire safety.

· Provide training.

Step 5: Review your risk assessment

· Make sure the fire risk assessment is up to date.

· Review the assessment whenever there is a significant change at your premises or to the layout.

Who enforces the legislation?

Your local fire authority will enforce the Order unless your premises are the responsibility of the HSE, which is responsible for any workplace that is (or is located on) a construction site.

Fire authorities concentrate on premises that present the highest risk. They will look into complaints about fire safety, undertake investigations after fires and carry out targeted inspections.

An authorised inspector from your local fire authority can enter your premises at any time to carry out inspections, make enquiries, check documentation and records, take samples or do anything else necessary to enforce the legislation.

In most cases the fire authority will try to work with you by providing practical advice to help you comply with the legislation and only in serious cases will they resort to enforcement action.

What happens if you don't comply with the legislation?

The enforcing authority can serve a notice on the responsible person if it believes that person is failing to comply with the Order. The notice will state what is wrong and why and will include the steps the person must take to comply with the notice. A person served with such a notice is given at least 28 days to complete the actions required.

If the fire authority believes that your premises constitute a risk that is so serious that use of the premises should be prohibited or restricted, they can serve a prohibition notice. This takes effect immediately if the risk is considered imminent; otherwise it can be deferred.

If the fire authority believes fire safety may be compromised if premises are altered, an alterations notice can be served requiring the responsible person to inform the authority of any pending alterations.

Failure to comply with the legislation could result in a fine and/or imprisonment of up to two years.

How do you reduce the risk of fire?

You and your employees can reduce the risk of fire in several ways:

· Don't allow waste materials to build up as these are a common ignition point for fire.

· Store materials away from corridors and production areas. If goods and materials are left lying around, they can encourage the spread of fire and prevent people escaping and fire fighters from accessing the building. Goods and materials should be tidily stacked away, preferably in a separate place to the main working area. Storage areas should be checked regularly to ensure that they do not pose a risk.

· Ensure that smoking takes place only in designated areas such as smoking shelters and that appropriate ashtrays are provided.

· Ensure that machinery is regularly inspected and maintained. Inadequately maintained machines are a common cause of fire.

· Ensure that your heating and lighting systems are correctly maintained. Don't leave anything on or near heaters. Fix any defects in electrical equipment immediately.

· Ensure any flammable liquids, for example paint and lacquer, are stored and handled correctly.

· Don't put your building at risk from unwanted intruders who may start a fire. Make sure you have an adequate security system in place so that only authorised employees and visitors can enter the building.

· Devise a series of checks to be carried out before leaving the premises each day (this is when most fires start). In particular make sure that all equipment is properly switched off and that fire doors are closed.

If structural features of your premises add to the risk, the cost of remedial work may be too high to justify. In such cases, money may be better spent on equipment for early detection or automatic fire fighting.

Do you have the right equipment for detecting fires?

Detecting a fire may be quick and straightforward in an open-plan office or rooms that are continually occupied; however fires in storage areas and places that are often unoccupied can become serious before they are detected. Installing automatic fire detection devices will ensure that any fire is discovered in its early stages. Sprinkler systems can also prevent extensive damage, although they can be expensive to install.

You must have a way of warning people if a fire breaks out. In very small premises, a manually operated sounder such as a horn or gong, or a simple break-glass fire alarm may be sufficient. Any warning method should be audible throughout the workplace. You should test your warning system during regular fire drills and record the results, especially the time it takes to evacuate the premises completely. Remember that if you have disabled employees, for example people with hearing problems, you must provide an alarm system that can alert them, such as a vibrating pager alarm.

Have you provided appropriate escape routes?

In the event of a fire, people must have a safe means of escape from the premises. The normal entrances and exits are often sufficient. A building with relatively recent Building Regulations approval (and which has not been modified since) or which has been inspected recently by the fire authority, and found to be satisfactory, will normally have effective means of escape.

The distance people must travel to arrive at the escape route should be as short as possible so that they reach safety very quickly. Consideration should be given to what people must do before leaving, for example shut down machines if possible and check that areas are clear. If employees know exactly what to do they will be able to clear the workplace quickly.

If you find that the evacuation process takes too long, rearranging the workplace may cost less than providing extra escape routes. You must also ensure that employees with disabilities can evacuate the premises safely in an emergency. Talk to them about their particular needs.

Where necessary, to protect the safety of employees and help safe evacuation, doors should open in the direction of escape when at the foot of a staircase or if used by more than 50 people. Fire exits and escape routes must be useable at all times. Doors should be quick and easy to open without the use of a key. Escape routes must be kept clear of obstructions at all times.

Lighting should be adequate - readily available torches may be sufficient in a small workplace but emergency lighting units may be necessary in larger premises.

Exit signs may be required at various points to mark the route. These should have graphic symbols and directional arrows on a green background and text may also be used.

What fire fighting equipment do you need?

You must provide fire fighting equipment, such as fire extinguishers and fire blankets, appropriate to the requirements of your particular workplace. Make sure staff know where to find them and how to use them.

There are several different types of extinguisher used for different types of fire, including water, foam, dry powder and carbon dioxide. Modern extinguishers are red with a small area colour coded to show the contents and have pictograms to indicate the type of fires on which they may be used, for example electrical fires or fires caused by the igniting of liquids.

Sprinkler systems are becoming increasingly popular in the UK, despite their high cost. They are triggered in the event of a fire and tackle the blaze in its early stages. The fitting of sprinkler systems is compulsory in certain new buildings, including residential care buildings and sheltered housing.

Fire blankets can be effective in extinguishing a fire but only if used correctly. Check that the blanket conforms to British Standard BS EN 1869:1997 and that it is Kite marked. Familiarise yourself and your staff with the correct technique for using a fire blanket.

Any equipment should be checked visually at least once a month and the checks should be recorded. Equipment should be properly tested annually, usually by outside contractors, and the test recorded.

What training do staff need?

Under the Order you must nominate 'competent persons' (in your business you might call these fire wardens or fire officers) to help with fire safety measures (but as the employer you still have overall responsibility). Competent persons must be suitably trained and have adequate equipment. There must be enough competent persons for the size and type of premises and hazards that may be encountered. Staff need to know who the competent persons are.

All employees should be familiar with escape routes, assembly points, how to raise the alarm, where the fire extinguishers are and how to use them. Written instructions should be given to every employee and notices placed around the workplace. Staff should also be made aware of any particular hazards and of how they can ensure their own and other people's safety.

New employees, contractors and visitors on site for more than a few hours should be instructed about fire procedures by a designated fire safety officer.

What should the procedure be in the event of fire?

Each particular situation may call for more action, but the broad principles are:

· Whoever discovers a fire should raise the alarm immediately.

· On hearing the alarm a designated person must call the fire brigade.

· If there is no risk, the designated person may attempt to extinguish the fire. However, it must be emphasised that they must not put themselves at risk when attempting to fight a fire.

· Ensure that the affected parts of the building have been cleared, giving competent persons responsibility for checking that specific areas have been vacated.

· Devise a system so that you can check that everyone has left the building. This may be done by a competent person taking a roll call at the established fire assembly point.

· Do not use lifts or return to the building after it has been evacuated.

Hints and tips

· Carry out regular fire drills to ensure that all staff are familiar with procedures in the event of fire. Fire drills should be held at least twice a year.

· Review your risk assessments regularly, especially if you have made changes to the premises, activity or staffing.

· Draw up a fire precautions document, including responsibilities and fire instructions and ensure that all employees receive a copy.

· If you have specialised manufacturing processes contact the HSE for guidance.

· Remember to inform the local fire authority if you make any alterations or extensions to your premises.

Further information

For practical start up and small business tips, ideas and news, go to: 
Website: www.enterprisequest.com

Useful publications

'A short guide to making your premises safe from fire'

Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG)

Website: www.communities.gov.uk/documents/fire/pdf/144647.pdf

'Fire safety law: Are you aware of your responsibilties?'

The Scottish Government

Website: www.infoscotland.com/firelaw/files/Summary_Guide_Full.pdf

Useful contacts

The Fire Protection Association (FPA) is a national organisation that works to raise awareness about fire prevention and protection. It produces guidance documents and publications on fire safety.

Tel:             (01608) 812500      
Website: www.thefpa.co.uk/Resources/Fire+Safety+Guidance

The Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) is responsible for national policy on issues related to local government. It produces fire safety guidance documents for businesses.

Tel:             0303 444 0000      
Website: www.communities.gov.uk/fire/firesafety/firesafetylaw

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) is responsible for health and safety regulation in Great Britain. It publishes guidance on the health and safety obligations of employers.

Website: www.hse.gov.uk

The Health and Safety Executive Northern Ireland (HSENI) is responsible for health and safety regulation in Northern Ireland. It provides information on the health and safety obligations of employers.

Tel:             0800 032 0121      
Website: www.hseni.gov.uk

