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Cut back on smoke ventilation maintenance and face the power of the RRO...

When times are tough it is always easy to target maintenance as an area for cost cutting or rescheduling, and it is quite right that maintenance of fire and life safety systems should not be exempt from review to ensure that value for money is being obtained and the correct standards are being maintained. But who wields the axe, and are they sufficiently knowledgeable and informed to make a sound decision?
Understanding the legislation

The most significant change in fire safety legislation in England and Wales in recent decades is undoubtedly the introduction of the Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005 (commonly referred to as the RRO) which came into force in October 2006. The RRO replaces previous legislation and covers fire precautions and duties that are required to protect people in case of fire in and around most properties. It also introduces the principle of the “responsible person”: in a workplace this is the employer or any other person who may have control of any part of the premises. Previously it was not always possible to identify who was culpable if something went wrong - that has now changed.
The “responsible person” has many duties under the RRO. Key among these: 
· They must carry out a risk assessment
· They must appoint competent persons to carry out preventative and protective measures 
· They must ensure that the premises and any equipment provided in connection with firefighting, fire detection and warning, or emergency routes and exits are covered by a suitable system of maintenance and are maintained by a competent person in an efficient state, in efficient working order and in good repair.

When it comes to fire and life safety systems it’s a fairly safe bet that most people in building services, facilities management and property services have an understanding of why they have fire alarms, sprinkler systems and fire extinguishers, what they do and how they contribute to building safety. However when it comes to smoke ventilation systems, the purpose and importance of what may be very a complex system is often unknown. Since smoke ventilation systems are often hidden away in the fabric of a building, responsible staff in all sizes of organisation are frequently unaware of their function, operation or even existence!
The tragic fire last summer at Lakanal House in Camberwell and recent reports concerning large retail fires highlight the disastrous outcome that fires do have and the importance of ensuring that efforts are made to comply with the RRO.

Smoke control – what’s it about?
A common question is: What is the purpose of a smoke ventilation system and what does it do? In simple terms it allows smoke and heat to be vented from a building, primarily to protect means of escape; it is well documented that most injuries and deaths in fire incidents are as a result of smoke not fire. If smoke is not effectively vented, contained or controlled it will rapidly fill a building space, resulting in reduced visibility, causing confusion and panic, compromising escape.

Other major reasons for providing smoke ventilation are to provide improved conditions for firefighter access and asset, property and stock protection.
Understanding the system
Smoke ventilation systems vary greatly in complexity. Some systems comprise of just a few natural vents, while others are very complex and include powered ventilation, shafts, dampers, pressure control systems, fixed or retractable smoke curtains and pressure control systems. There may also be a dual function to provide day to day ventilation as well as smoke ventilation. The correct integration of these systems with other fire safety systems such as fire alarms and sprinklers is vital. Worryingly it is often the case that organisations have the components of fire systems tested and certified but never test the integrity of the overall package or even know what it should do – in the case of shopping centres, testing should be carried out weekly.
A competent full service company will be able to provide trained and experienced engineers to install and maintain equipment with special knowledge of all the elements of smoke ventilation systems. They will be able to safely undertake emergency repairs on equipment that is frequently on roofs and difficult to access, in inclement weather conditions, 24/7, and be trained to utilise specialist access equipment and even abseil access if required.

Using specialist or accredited contractors is a sound way of showing that systems have been serviced and maintained by competent people as required by the RRO, and is one step along the road to compliance. Using non-specialist maintenance staff to make budget savings on life safety equipment maintenance is not only against the requirements of the RRO, but inevitably results in substandard maintenance reducing the efficacy of systems and risking lives, leading to early equipment failure and additional cost in the medium term.

Ian Doncaster BTech(Hons) MPhil MBA CEng MIMechE, Fire Engineering Manager, Airvent.
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Notes for editors:

Airvent Systems Services Limited specialises in the design, supply, installation and service of all types of smoke control systems. New installations carry a unique 3-year guarantee and our Service division offers site-specific whole-life service and maintenance contracts for any brand of equipment, incorporating annual PPM and certification, 24/365 national call out response in 4 hours, comprehensive spares support, major repair/refurbishment contracts, Fire Engineering Review, cause and effect testing and Fire Risk Assessment.
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