
 

Institution of Fire Engineers 
Special Interest Group: Fixed Firefighting Systems  

 
 
 
 

UPDATE NEWSLETTER  
21st January 2019 

 

Introducing the Special Interest Group 

The IFE “Fixed Firefighting Systems” SIG was 
established in 2018, the IFE’s centenary anniversary 
year.  

Fixed Firefighting Systems (FFS) are; fixed, 
permanently installed, systems which will fight a fire 
should one occur. They are usually, but not always, 
automatically actuated.  

A correctly specified, designed, and installed system, 
supported by a suitable inspection, testing and 
maintenance program can control, suppress or 
extinguish a fire in its early stages of development. 
Such systems support intervention by Fire and Rescue 
Services for final extinguishment, protect life, 
property and businesses, and reduce impact to the 
environment from fire. As the built environment 
becomes more complex and safety expectations grow, 
the need for and reliance upon FFS is greater than 
ever. 

The sector faces many complex issues. In some areas, 
the technology used in the sector is mature and 
enjoys the performance and reliability benefits of over 
100 years of standardisation, certification, lessons 
learned and refinement. Changes to practice in the 
construction industry and built environment pose a 
constant challenge; does the technology remain 
suitable? In other areas, new technologies emerge, 
either seeking to ape the success of the more mature 
technologies and/or as genuinely promising 
innovations and developments of the technology. 
There is an ongoing need to keep pace with 
technological developments and uphold levels of 
performance to the desired level. There is also a need 
to educate users and specifiers on the potentially 
great disparities in the technical area currently.  

Another example of a complex debate is that of cost 
and benefit. Both in terms of whether fixed 
firefighting system be used at all and at what 
‘thresholds’?  And, where it is used, what level of 
design (and therefore cost) is appropriate. Some say 
low cost and universal uptake should be the ambition 
while others advocate more targeted use of systems 
which might be prohibitively expensive in some 
scenarios.  

These debates may never be fully resolved, but the 
cause can be advanced, and progress can be made by 
breaking these issues down in to manageable items of 
work, which all contribute to the greater cause. 

Through this SIG, interested IFE members are invited 
to join the discussion or seek engagement with other 
members with this common interest. Please contact 
simon.bird@ffsb.co.uk to discuss any aspect.  

The group was created to provide a unique forum for 
industry professionals to share information and 
develop knowledge.  

The group is for and by IFE members. Participation 
and engagement is key.  

This update newsletter 

Depending upon how this update newsletter is 
received, there may be future periodic updates of this 
type. 

Alternatively, if members feel something different 
would be more useful, such feedback would be taken 
on board.  

ACTION: Feedback on means of communication 
invited. Submissions/content for future newsletters 
invited. Please contact simon.bird@ffsb.co.uk.  

Terms of reference 
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The agreed terms of reference for the group are as 
follows:  

(a) To provide a focus for IFE activities in relation to 
Fixed Firefighting Systems. 

(b) To ensure that IFE members can be involved in 
these activities and that the Institution and its 
membership (as a whole) will benefit from the 
outcome of these activities. 

(c) To identify and monitor existing research and 
guidance available. 

(d) Identify strands of work related to Fixed 
Firefighting Systems on issues that do not have 
the benefit of comprehensive guidance 
documents. 

(e) To establish an annual work plan, to be agreed by 
the Technical Strategy and Advisory Committee 
of the IFE, that identifies the work to be 
undertaken during the course of each year. 

(f) To raise awareness of issues affecting Fixed 
Firefighting Systems. 

If it becomes apparent that the needs have changed, 
then members are invited to submit proposals at any 
time. 

Work plan 

The current ambition of the SIG is as follows:  

• Establish the SIG and build membership  
• Communication with members (e.g. this 

update newsletter)  
• Representation (see later in this newsletter) 
• Contribute to the update of BS 5306-0 (see 

later in this newsletter) 
• Comprehensive system Inspection, Testing 

and Maintenance (ITM) guidance (book or 
publication) 

• High Rise residential fixed firefighting system 
protection design requirements – lack of 
definitive / satisfactory specification; consider 
producing improved guidance 

ACTION: Ideas for work items accompanied by 
volunteers to pursue them are most welcome.  

Members 

The IFE Constitution requires that SIGs have a 
‘steering panel’ to oversee activity.  The Steering 
panel members are:  

• Simon Bird (SIG Chairman), Fixed Firefighting 
Systems Bureau. simon.bird@ffsb.co.uk  

• Nigel Firkins, BRE  
• Stuart Lloyd, Zurich Insurance / Gary Howe, 

Zurich Risk Engineering UK   
• Gareth Steel, London Fire Brigade  

Membership of and participation in the SIG is open to 
all IFE members. Since the launch of the SIG, an 
encouraging number of requests to get involved with 
the SIG have been received. Those who have 
expressed an interest will shortly be contacted to see 
whether they wish to allow their name and email 
address to be available to other members of this SIG 
in order to facilitate networking and information 
exchange.  

ACTION: FFS SIG Members will be contacted shortly 
regarding their communication preferences. 
Members please help to grow membership by 
referral of potentially interested IFE members.  

Case studies: successes  

SIG members may wish to showcase notable examples 
of the application of Fixed Firefighting Systems.  

For example; Gary Howe recently authored an article 
on heritage protection. The National Trust’s Quarry 
Bank Mill has recently been retrofitted with sprinkler 
protection. The full article can be found here.   

ACTION: FFS SIG Members are invited to share their 
interesting examples.  

Case studies: failures and lessons learned 

Failures and mistakes, whilst regrettable, can be one 
of the best sources of knowledge and learning. 
Wherever possible, it is considered important that the 
SIG does consider, discuss and learn from experience.  

Recently encountered issues include:  

• Unwanted water mist system actuation. Upon 
investigation, it appears likely the water mist 
system thermally actuated nozzles were 
damaged upon installation. It is assumed this 
was because the installer lacked sufficient 
understanding of the nature of the nozzles 
and how to install them. The system was 
made live. The latent defects lay dormant for 
some period of time and then the nozzles 
began to fail.  
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• Non-operation of a water mist system in the 
event of a fire. A fire occurred in a residential 
property. The fire was confined to the room 
of origin and only grew to a moderate size 
before it was extinguished. The fire was 
almost directly below a thermally actuated 
water mist nozzle and a smoke detector, 
which was in close proximity to the nozzle. 
The smoke detector plastic housing had 
melted but the water mist system nozzle did 
not actuate. Whilst it is not possible to 
decisively say, there is concern that the water 
mist nozzle should have operated given the 
fire size. Such occurrences serve to highlight 
that many water mist nozzles being sold have 
not been subjected to a laboratory “Response 
Time Index” test. This test is critical in 
ensuring timely actuation of a sprinkler or a 
water mist nozzle and doing so is closely 
related to compartment tenability (the ability 
to survive a fire in a compartment fitted with 
a suppression system).  This experience is 
being utilised now in the development of BS 
8663-1 (see ‘representation’ section of this 
newsletter).  

• Unwanted water mist system actuation. The 
pipework and thermally actuated nozzle in 

question had been installed in a flat-roof of a 
dwelling. Both had been recessed up into the 
thermal insulation. During the summer 2018 
heatwave, the head operated causing 
extensive water damage. 

• An unwanted escape of water following the 
separation of a sprinkler system main grooved 
coupling. The investigation determined it was 
likely the coupling had been improperly 
installed, not being fully engaged with the 
groove. Over time (several years), it appears 
that through pressure cycling the coupling 
managed to disengage.  

• Contract dispute about the suitability of the 
use of a water mist system in a datacentre in 
place of a gaseous fixed firefighting system.  

• Contract dispute about the suitability of a 
water mist system for protection of a historic 
premises which is also critical infrastructure. 
The points at issue was whether the 
protection afforded could be sufficient given 
the hazard class of parts of the building.  

ACTION: FFS SIG Members are invited to share their 
experience. Anonymised if necessary. Such 
experience is valuable in the representation work IFE 
undertakes (see next section).  

 

Representation activities  

Currently, IFE is represented at a number of BSI (British Standards Institution) and CEN (European Committee for 
Standardisation) forums. Both BSI and CEN write standards by a ‘consensus’ process. BSI membership is drawn from 
UK based interested parties and CEN membership is provided via the 34 participating countries. See the following 
figure, which aims to summarise the level of IFE engagement at each forum. Note that there are other committees 
(both inside and outside BSI and CEN) which may be of some interest to those concerned with Fixed Firefighting 
Systems. E.g. BSI committee FSH/12 “Fire detection and alarm systems” and others.  Also, a number of members of 
this SIG are engaged in representation activities on behalf of others at other national and international forums.   
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By way of a brief and high-level update to members, the following committee activities are reported:  

NOTE: readers of this update are strongly cautioned not to act on information about committee activity and 
potential changes to standards as the outcomes are not firm until they are published in their final form. The 
intention of providing limited information here is to promote awareness and facilitate information exchange to 
support the process.  

BREXIT and European Standards. All the indications from BSI thus far are that the UK will remain a member of CEN 
(CEN is the standardisation body the membership of which is a separate matter to that of membership of the 
European Union). Therefore, little or no change with respect to the UK’s use of European Standards is expected. CE 
marking of Construction Products is a slightly different matter. Generally, Fixed Firefighting Systems are not CE 
marked, but many of their constituent components are. More information on the future of CE marking can be found 
here.  

European Standard EN 12845 “Fixed firefighting systems - Automatic sprinkler systems - Design, installation and 
maintenance” is undergoing a major re-write (at committee CEN TC191 WG5 and TC2). The work is ambitious and 
seeks to make many positive changes. However, the UK has expressed concerns the work is over-ambitious and 
inadequately resourced. The worry is that a stable and well-used standard (BS EN 12845 (2015 edition)) will be 
radically altered. This may introduce errors, cause industry problems by disrupting well understood customs and 
practice and upset the fairly well understood cost-and-benefit afforded by such systems. UK delegates regularly 
attend the meetings and seek to influence progress as positively as possible. The committee’s intention is that the 
revised draft of EN 12845 is released for 1st enquiry (a public review stage) late in 2019. As much feedback is 
anticipated, the ultimate publication date remains difficult to anticipate.  

A European Standard for Fixed Firefighting System Fire Pump Sets is currently under development. The standard is 
intended to improve and unify the requirements specified to ensure reliable fire protection service. The 
development work is undertaken by a working group drawing on the expertise of pump set suppliers and other 
experts from various EU member countries. Several working group meetings have taken place now and a draft 
document has been prepared. However, there is still time to influence the document before the CEN document 
approval process formalities begin. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/continuity-of-requirements-under-the-construction-products-regulation-when-the-uk-leaves-the-european-union?utm_source=513b9e4d-b971-436a-9ec5-2faab26111d0&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications&utm_content=daily


Domestic and Residential Sprinklers. A new European Standard EN 16925 “Fixed firefighting systems - Automatic 
residential sprinkler systems - Design, installation and maintenance” has recently been approved for publication. The 
scope of this standard will overlap (at least in part) with BS 9251 “Fire sprinkler systems for domestic and residential 
occupancies - Code of practice”. The “Vienna agreement” of 1991 was drawn up with the aim of preventing 
duplication of effort and reducing time when preparing standards. In practice, BSI advise it means that it cannot 
continue to publish BS 9251 where it overlaps in scope with the new European Standard. However, the situation is 
not simple; EN 16925 limits its scope of application to buildings no higher than 18m. BS 9251 is suitable for buildings 
up to 45m in height (and possibly higher if the design is suitably resilient for the application). If BS 9251 were to be 
withdrawn, then the UK would be left with no obviously suitable standard for residential buildings taller than 18m.  

BSI plan (this is the current plan, which may of course change) to modify BS 9251 and republish in a new form that 
may be used for buildings taller than 18m. BS EN 16925 will be applicable for buildings 18m or less in height.  

Tentatively; BS EN 16925 is expected to be published February 2019 and BS 9251 is expected to be withdrawn and 
released in its revised form 6-12 months after that.  

British Standard BS 5306-0 “Fire protection installations and equipment on premises Part 0: Guide for selection of 
installed systems and other fire equipment” is currently under revision at BSI. This should be an important and well 
used document. However, current feedback is that it is little used. The ambition is to:  

• Update the document in view of the publication of a number of (mostly) new European Standards dealing 
with additional Fixed Firefighting System approaches 

• Include further guidance on Fixed Firefighting System selection considerations  
• Re-structure the document so that it is easier to use 
• Make the document more relevant and therefore more well-used.  

Work is ongoing and the plan is that a draft for public comment will be available in February 2020 and publication 
will take place July 2020.  

ABI publishes “Post Grenfell research on Residential Sprinkler Systems; technical guidance with a view to 
increasing performance and reducing the likelihood of escape of water incidences”. The work can be found 
published here on the ABI’s website.  

Water mist. BSI published standards for water mist systems in 2015 (BS 8458 “Fixed fire protection systems - 
Residential and domestic watermist systems - Code of practice for design and installation”) and 2016 (“Fixed fire 
protection systems – Industrial and commercial watermist systems Part 1: Code of practice for design and 
installation”). Both standards have quite constrained scopes of application reflecting confidence in the relatively new 
technology at the time. Both standards contain cautions about the limits of the technology in their Forewords and 
Introductions. The authors’ own experience of these new standards has been mixed. While water mist certainly can 
be effective and a good choice, there has been sharp and notable increase in: failures, unwanted escapes of water, 
legal disputes over mis-selling (overstating capabilities) and vague contracts.   

BSI is developing a new component standard for water mist system nozzles. BS 8663-1 “Fixed fire protection systems 
– Components for watermist systems – Part 1: Specification and test methods for watermist nozzles”. The standard is 
intended to improve and unify the requirements specified to ensure reliable and safe fire protection service. See 
related case study above.  

Meanwhile, at CEN, seemingly much more ambitious work to develop water mist standard is afoot. There is some 
concern that this work could be problematic in many respects (exacerbating the aforementioned UK experience). It 
is quite likely that these standards, if approved, will be adopted to at least some extent in the UK (see Vienna 
Agreement).   

https://www.abi.org.uk/globalassets/files/subject/public/fire/abi-post-grenfell-residential-sprinkler-study-oct-2018.pdf


ACTION: Feedback on experience of using standards is sought, especially where newer technologies and standards 
(e.g. water mist) are concerned. Please contact Simon Bird (address above). 

ACTION: FFS SIG Members are invited to contact Simon Bird (address above) to discuss any representation 
matters arising. 

ACTION: FFS SIG Members wishing to contribute to IFE representation at committees are invited to contact Simon 
Bird (address above) to discuss.   


