DIY Fire Risk Assessment

Brief History of Fire Regulations

Since the Roman Armies invaded this Country “Fire Precautions” have been an integral part of British society. The Romans worked with tremendous foresight to ensure they could gain control over any outbreak of fire by appointing Fire Watchers called “Vigilantes”. These Vigilantes were charged with controlling any outbreak of fire as early and as quickly as possible.

One of the most famous attempts at legislative fire prevention was by William The Conqueror in 1066. Because dwellings were built so close together, and of highly flammable materials, he insisted that all fires and lights would be extinguished at night using a metal cover or “Couvre Feu”. We still use the word Curfew today.

In 1212 a terrible fire in London killed more than 3,000 people. King John was quick to issue new Construction Ordinance forbidding the building of thatched roofs, as they were so often the reason fire spread so quickly.

In 1425 Henry VI introduced severe penalties for anyone caught starting a fire.

Most famously of all, The Great Fire of London in 1666 devastated the city and destroyed most of the buildings. In 1667 Charles 11 issued an Act for the rebuilding of our beautiful Capital City which led to “The Control of Building Methods” and “The Control of Use of Buildings”.

The disastrous fire at Henderson’s department Store in Liverpool in 1960 led to “The Offices, Shops, and Railway Premises Act 1963”

The Eastwood Mills fire in Keighly led to “The Revised Factories Act 1961” and made the Fire Brigade responsible for the means of escape.

The Rose and Crown Hotel fire in Saffron Waldon led to “The Fire Precautions Act 1971”. Now, for the first time, Hotels and Boarding House had to have a Fire Certificate or face closure.

It is a sad fact of life that for over a century, compulsory Fire Safety measures have only been introduced after a fire disaster where there has been a substantial loss of life.

All the Legislation was building towards a system requiring employers to ensure that Fire Safety measures were sufficient to maintain the safety of everybody working, visiting, passing by, or sharing access to their premises. A Fire Officer would inspect the premises and, if necessary, issue a notice under the 1971 Act. The Owner or Occupier would then have to comply or face the consequences in Law.

The Fire Precautions (Workplace) Regulations 1997

Since the emergence of the European Community and the subsequent issuing of EEC directives to ensure common practice across the community, the Government issued new Legislation: “The Fire Precautions (Workplace) Regulations 1997”.

The “Workplace Regs.” as they were often referred to, heralded a huge shift in emphasis and responsibility for Fire Safety from the Fire Authority to The Employer. Suddenly it was no longer the role of the Fire Brigade to administer the Legislative requirements of the Regulations to process an application for a Fire Certificate. Instead the role was to enforce the Regulations using the information and significant findings contained within the employer’s “Fire Risk Assessment” as a basis for deciding whether or not the Regulations were being complied with. 

The responsibility for Fire Safety in the workplace now rested solely with the employer/occupier. They must comply with the Regulations and they must complete a Fire Risk Assessment. If they employed 5 persons or more then the significant findings must be recorded in writing.

Changes to “The Workplace Regulations” came into effect on the 1st December 1999 including the ruling that endangering life as a result of Fire Safety negligence is a criminal offence.

Every Fire Authority was empowered to enforce the Fire Precautions (Workplace) Legislation and appointed inspectors to carry out that function. The inspector would check the significant findings within the Fire Risk Assessment and any action that had been taken to manage the risks identified.

Now an employer/occupier would be guilty of a criminal offence if they fail to comply with any provision of the Workplace Regs., ignorance will not be accepted as a defence.

In practice, this was far from ideal. There was now 72 different pieces of Fire Safety Legislation. Crown property was exempt and there was a long list of “excepted premises”. Enforcement was going to be a nightmare. The Government set to work on new, simpler Legislation.

This became the Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005, which came into effect on 1st October 2006

The Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005

The Regulatory Reform - (Fire Safety) Order 2005” is new legislation that will serve to widen the scope of existing legislation and to standardise the approach to fire safety in all non-domestic premises. 

The “RRO” seeks to consolidate all the separate pieces of Fire Safety Legislation and simplify the law for thousands of businesses.

There is now an even greater focus on fire prevention, negating the need for “Fire Certificates” and eliminating all previously “excepted” premises. Fundamental to this legislation will also be the requirement to carry out a ‘Fire Risk Assessment’ to help ensure the safety of all persons who may spend time at or near the premises. 

“The Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005” is undoubtedly the biggest single reform of fire safety legislation in over 30 years and came into effect on 1st October 2006. 

The new legislation covers nearly every type of building, structure and open space (except for private homes and individual flats in a block or house, although communal areas will be affected). From 1 October 2006, the responsibility for fire safety lays with employers, self-employed with premises, voluntary organisations, those responsible for buildings with public access and any contractor who exercises a degree of control over any premises.

A ‘responsible person’ must be appointed and will have a duty to ensure the safety of everyone who uses their premises and those in the immediate vicinity who may be at risk if there is a fire. 

The ‘responsible person’ must ensure that fire protection equipment (for example, fire extinguishers) and facilities are maintained in good working order. They must complete a detailed Fire Risk Assessment and, if they employ 5 people or more, record the significant findings in writing.

Enforcement will be by The Fire and Rescue Service. They will carry out inspections and have introduced significantly tougher enforcement targets for 2010. 

Failure to comply with the Regulations is a Criminal Offence
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