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A Specialists Awards winner questions the trend for fire-engineered smoke extraction in apartment blocks
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Incorporating a smoke control
system into a building’s design
significantly improves safety.

Smoke control systems come
in many forms but their basic
objectives are the same: keep-
ing escape and access routes
free of smoke; helping fire fight-
ing operations by creating a
smoke-free layer; protecting a
building’s contents and reduc-
ing structural damage.

In apartment buildings there
is a legal requirement to protect
common escape routes and to
assist fire fighters.

There is a trend towards pro-
posing fire-engineered solu-
tions, particularly mechani-
cal extract, which fall outside
the scope of the approved
documents and are designed

specifically for the building.
Such solutions can be useful
for complex buildings but are
inappropriate for simple apart-
ment buildings where the ad-
ditional cost, time and risk
entailed in designing a novel
system are not justified by the
space saved.

Also, the proposal puts pres-
sure on approving authorities to
approve complex systems when
they may not have the exper-
tise to understand the details.

We have noted an increase
in the number of apartment
buildings using fire-engineered
smoke control systems to justify
an increase in the escape trav-
el distance of 7.5 m, specified
in Approved Document B: Fire
Safety to the Building Regula-
tions in England and Wales.

These ‘extended corridor’ sys-
tems are often designed or jus-
tified using CFD modelling to
predict conditions during a fire.
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Such systems are often com-
pared with a model of a natural
ventilation system and shown
to be more effective at clearing
smoke from the lobby.

Lip service
This apparent improvement in
lobby condition is then often
used to justify an extension of
the maximum travel distance
from an apartment to a place
of safety - usually the escape
stairs. This is attractive to de-
velopers as it could be used to
eliminate costly staircases.
Frequently such systems fo-
cus on providing acceptable
conditions for escape from the
building and pay lip service to
the conditions encountered by
fire fighting personnel.
Clause 17.4 of Approved
Document B states that a sep-
arate fire fighting lobby is not
required for residential build-
ings where the guidance on

compartmentation and means
of escape have been followed.

Residential buildings with
extended travel distances pat-
ently do not comply with the
guidance on escape and this
seems to question whether the
residential concession should
be applicable in such cases.

While fire engineering has a
valuable contribution to make
in complex buildings, for the
average apartment building it
doesn’t make sense.

Simple solutions, designed
to fit most buildings without
bespoke engineering, ensure
compliance with Building
Regulations without the need
for dispensations or negotiation
with approving authorities.

Allan Meek is managing director of
Smoke Control Services, winner of
the Fire Protection category in this
year's Specialists Awards, organised
by Construction News




