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Managing Building and Maintenance Work
Premises

Date
Fires tend to be more frequent when buildings are undergoing refurbishment, maintenance or alteration. It is therefore in everyone‘s interest to put measures into place to reduce the risk of a fire occurring as a result of building and maintenance works. This document provides guidance on ways in which the risk of fire can be reduced and also gives information on your legal duties to secure the safety from fire of all persons who might be affected should a fire occur during building and maintenance work.

Additional risks that can occur:

· Hot-work such as flame cutting, welding, soldering and paint stripping.
· The presence of temporary electrical equipment.
· Blocking of escape routes.

· Introduction of combustible materials into escape routes.

· The presence of contractor‘s storage and equipment compounds.

· Loss of normal storage facilities.

· Fire safety systems such as fire alarm and detection becoming affected and perhaps out of commission for periods of time.
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Fire resisting partitions being breached or fire resisting doors being wedged open.
· The presence of additional personnel who may be unfamiliar with the premises.
· The potential for security to be breached or reduced.

Action prior to work commencing
Probably the most important act is to only engage a contractor who is suitably competent to undertake the required work. Having done this and before work commences it is important that you have a clear understanding of the nature of the work to be carried out, where the work will be carried out, its expected duration, site working times and the approximate number of persons who will work on the site. This can be achieved by liaising with the contractor who in any case has a duty under the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations to carry out a health and safety risk assessment and inform you of any significant findings, together with information on the measures they will put into place to address any risks which have been identified.

If site operations are expected to involve hot work you should check that such work is carefully controlled by the use of a hot-work permit system.  In the case of areas of particular risk it may be necessary to introduce an additional work permit system to ensure adequate controls are exercised to co-ordinate activities, impose constraints on when certain work can be carried out and the procedures for carrying out safety checks.

Having received information from the contractor the next step is for your fire risk assessment to be reviewed to ensure adequate standards of fire safety will be maintained for the duration of the work. If the work is of a minor nature and does not have a detrimental effect on fire safety it is likely that no further action will be required on your part except to maintain ongoing liaison with the contractor.

In the case of major work affecting occupied areas of the building you should consider engaging a professional to review the fire risk assessment and to maintain ongoing liaison with the contractor to ensure safety levels are being maintained and adapted where necessary as the work proceeds.

Action to be taken during the work
The impact of the work on general fire safety should be closely monitored and ongoing liaison maintained with the contractor. If you have any concerns over reductions in standards of fire safety, accumulations of waste or excessive quantities of materials stored either within or in close proximity to the building you should raise these concerns with the contractor and seek remedial action.

Safety of contractor‘s personnel during minor works
Where contractors carry out operations within your working environment it is important that you notify them of the building‘s emergency procedures and of any specific risks to which they might be exposed before work commences.  This can be achieved by issuing their employer with relevant information and ensuring suitable induction training is given to all persons who will work at the premises. Arrangements should be made to account for building and maintenance personnel following any emergency evacuation.

A point of good practice
As a general point of good practice it is recommended that, whenever contracts are issued for any work that involves penetrating fire compartment boundaries, contractors should be required to create openings that are as small as practical for the particular job and to make good upon completion in order to maintain the level of fire containment.  Small openings can be successfully in-filled with fire resisting foam or mastic while larger gaps may require masonry infill, Rockwool batts or similar. Where regular additions and alterations to wiring take place it is often beneficial to install a purpose-made duct protected by intumescent collars.

If a fire occurs and fire compartment boundaries have not been made good there is a serious risk that the fire will spread to involve other parts of the building with the risk that escape routes might be affected, endangering the building‘s occupants.

Decorating work
When planning redecoration work you should consider the area(s) where this type of work is to be carried out to ensure that the materials applied to walls and ceilings will not contribute significantly to the spread of flame across surfaces. This is especially important in escape routes such as corridors and staircase enclosures where the rapid spread of flame across surfaces could prevent safe escape and might affect the safe use of more than one exit simultaneously.

If wallpaper is to be applied to surfaces the materials used should be carefully selected to ensure they have a class 0 surface spread of flame rating if they are to be used in corridors or staircases. Generally, not less than a class 1 rating should be used in rooms although certain small rooms such as those not greater than 30m2 in non-residential buildings and not greater than 4m2 in residential buildings, may have a surface spread of flame rating of not less than class 3  (class 4 is the lowest measured rating on the scale). The surface spread of flame rating will usually be specified on the label of each roll.

In the case of surfaces which are to be painted the contractor should be instructed to ensure that the substrate is properly prepared to receive new coatings to ensure the new paint will adhere to the existing surface without the risk of early peeling or flaking. Also, advice should be sought from the contractor on whether the depth of the existing paint layer is excessive and requires removal prior to re-coating.

Painted surfaces should not be assumed to have a low surface spread of flame rating. If flaking or peeling paint is ignited it can lead to delamination of the whole layer as flame burns up both the inside and outside simultaneously, the process speeding up as the fire spreads. The effect can be the same irrespective of whether spirit-based or water-based paints have been used and fatalities have occurred as a result of the speed of fire spread and the rate of production of hazardous quantities of smoke.

When fire doors need to be painted it should be remembered that most are fitted with fire seals to resist the flow of smoke and fire through cracks between door and frame. Decorating contractors should be clearly instructed to avoid over-painting fire seals as doing so will reduce their effectiveness and require renewal of painted seals.

When redecoration is complete the contractor should be required to remove all waste materials. Empty paint and thinners containers are frequently found in remote cupboards, service risers, etc. Not only can they be the source of fire but they can also contribute to the spread and severity of fire, especially if they contain residue of flammable solvents.
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