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Introduction

The occupants of a house in multiple occupation (HMO) are more at risk of dying or being seriously injured in a fire than the occupiers of other kinds residential property. A good standard of fire safety is therefore extremely important to protect them.  This applies to all types of HMOs whether or not a licence is required*.

*Certain types of HMO require a licence and are described on page 13 of this guide under ‘Fire Safety in HMOs and the Law’. The conditions of such a licence will include the provision of fire precautions where necessary.  

Fire safety measures are primarily designed to contain a fire in order to prevent it spreading to other parts of the property and to give early warning of a fire incident.  This will give the occupants an opportunity to leave the building quickly and safely.  

Without knowledge of a particular property, it is not possible to say exactly what fire safety measures may be needed, as these will be unique to an individual building.  The purpose of this guide is therefore to indicate generally, the fire safety precautions that are required by the Council in HMOs.  By following it, you may go a long way to significantly reducing the risk to your tenants but should you have any questions or are uncertain about any of part of the this guide and how it may apply to your property, you should contact us and we will be happy to help you.

It is intended that this guide will inform you, your advisors and your contractors of what is required and to assist you with any technical and other questions you might have concerning fire safety precautions.  The summary below is a quick and easy general reference to the main fire safety measures you should provide and maintain in your HMO.

Summary of Main Requirements

· The escape route, which usually comprises the common stairs, landings and hallway leading to the building’s main entrance door, should in most instances be a protected route.  This means that all the walls, floors and ceilings separating bedrooms, living rooms and kitchens from the escape route must generally be of 30 minutes fire resistant construction.  All doors to such rooms communicating directly with the escape route, must be 30 minute fire resistant doors with smoke seals and suitable self-closing devices. 

· All units of accommodation should be separated from each other and from shared kitchens and living rooms by walls, floors and ceilings which are generally of 30 minutes fire resistance.

· There should be an automatic fire detection and alarm system (AFD).  The particular type required will depend upon the size and layout of your property as well as the way in which it is likely to be occupied (please refer to the section in this guide concerning automatic fire detection on page 7).  The design and installation of the system should be such that when one detector is activated, the alarms sound around the building to alert all the occupants.  Systems should be mains wired with a battery backup supply so that it will work even if the mains electricity supply fails.

· Emergency lighting is on many occasions necessary to illuminate all parts of the escape route, particularly at changes of floor level and to indicate manual call points and fire fighting equipment where these are provided.  It is designed to operate upon failure of the mains supply.

· A multi-purpose fire extinguisher should be provided on each floor in the hallway or landing and located near to manual call points where these are required as part of the alarm system.  In shared kitchens a fire blanket should be provided.

· Furniture and furnishings provided must comply with the Furniture and Furnishings (Fire) (Safety) Regulations 1988 (as amended in 1989, 1993 & 2010).
· Regular visual inspections of fire safety precautions and the condition of the escape route are important.  Any problems identified should be dealt with as soon as possible.  Automatic fire detection and emergency lighting systems should be tested at least annually by a competent person and a report and certificate provided by them.

Fire Safety Precautions

Fire safety measures primarily fall within the following categories: -

· Protecting the means of escape from fire

· Fire doors

· Fire separation (Compartmentation, etc.)

· Fire stopping

· Automatic fire detection

· Lighting & emergency Lighting

· Fire fighting equipment

· Automatic Water Suppression Systems

· Fire Safety Signs

· Surface Finishes

· Fire safety compliant furniture and furnishings

Protecting the Means of Escape from Fire

Often, the only escape route from a building will be the common stairs, landings and hallway leading to the front or main entrance door. The design and maintenance of the escape route should be such that it is unlikely that a fire will begin there.  It is more likely that a non deliberate fire will start in one of the rooms or areas adjacent to the escape route.  It is important therefore to protect that route to prevent the spread of smoke and flame from an adjoining room or area in which a fire may have started.  If smoke is allowed to spread onto the escape route, this can discourage or even prevent the occupiers using it. 

The escape route (or protected route) should therefore: -

· Have walls, floors and ceilings, which are generally of at least 30 minutes* fire resistant construction.

· Have signs to indicate the means of escape where the escape route is not the normal means of access to and from the building. 

· Have a final exit door from the building (most often this will be the front or main entrance door), which can be opened without using a key

· Be kept free from obstructions

*In some special cases, for example, where there is a basement level, a boiler room or adjacent commercial premises, a higher standard of fire resistant separation will be required.

Where glass panels are present in a wall or partition which separates a room from the escape route (quite commonly these can be found above the head of a door frame), the glass should be of a fire resistant type and installed in a purpose made frame which accords with the manufacturer’s instructions.

Any understairs cupboards or other built-in storage areas in the protected route pose a risk as fires can begin in such areas.  For this reason they should be removed.  Where it is not possible to remove them, they must be made to be at least 30 minutes fire resistant and contain a smoke detector as part of the automatic fire detection and alarm system.

It is also important to make sure that the route is kept clear so that the escape is not obstructed and to reduce the risk of any injury to those trying to escape or to fire fighters who may enter the building. In addition, items should not be stored in the escape route as they are a potential source of fire.

The following items should not be permitted in the escape route: -

· Portable heaters of any type

· Heaters which have unprotected flames or radiant bars

· Fixed heaters supplied by a gas cylinder or paraffin

· Cooking appliances
· Electrical appliances including washing machines and dryers 
· Upholstered furniture

· Wardrobes or other types of storage furniture

· Coat racks

· Storage of any kind

· General household and other refuse

· Lighting which has a naked flame

· Gas meters other than those complying with the relevant gas safety regulations 

Fire Doors

Fire doors are an integral part of a protected route but are explained here separately because they are so important.  They are purpose manufactured to certain standards and function to prevent the spread of both flame and smoke from a fire onto the escape route.  

Fire doors must be fitted to all rooms communicating directly with the escape route, with the exception of bathrooms or toilet compartments (unless these pose a higher fire risk, for example where they contain an open flue gas boiler).  This means that all living rooms, bedrooms and kitchens opening directly onto the escape route must be fitted with a fire door.  These are generally required to be 30 minutes fire resistant. For further information about the standard of fire doors, please see the advice note ‘A Guide to Fire Doors.’

Fire doors must be self-closing and self-latching.  In order to prevent smoke passing through the gap between the door itself and the door frame or lining, fire doors must be fitted with smoke seals.  The smoke seals required are those which combine a cold smoke seal to close the gap around the frame and a hot smoke seal comprised of intumescent material, which expands when subject to the high temperatures reached during the course of a fire.  These will minimise the risk of smoke spreading into the escape route.

Locks to fire doors should be operable from the inside of a room without the use of a key and include ‘thumb turn’ locks. For further information on suitable locks, please refer to BS 8621 (2007) + A2 2012 (thief resistant assembly for keyless egress). 
Compartmentation

Just as it is important to prevent the spread of smoke and flame into the means of escape, it is also important to stop a fire spreading from one unit of accommodation or shared room to another unit of accommodation.

All units of accommodation must therefore be separated from each other, from shared kitchens or living rooms and from any voids such as the roof space, by walls, floors and ceilings, which are generally of at least 30 minutes* fire resistant construction. 

*Again, in some special cases, for example, where there is a basement level, a boiler room or adjacent commercial premises, a higher standard of fire resistant separation will be required.
Fire Stopping

Often central heating and other services must pass through a fire resistant structure and this represents a point at which smoke and/or flame can spread from one area to another.  The treatment of these areas to maintain the fire resistant integrity of the structure, be it a wall, ceiling or a floor, is known as fire stopping. Any services (such as cables) constructed of combustible materials or materials likely to melt or be affected by fire, should be enclosed within a fire resisting construction and be fire stopped to restrict the passage of smoke and flame.
There are some purpose made fire stopping and sealing systems on the market.  Fire stopping materials include cement mortar, gypsum based plasters, cement or gypsum based vermiculite/perlite mixes and intumescent mastics.  These may be used in situations appropriate to the material. Not all of them will be suitable for every situation.  For more information on fire stopping, you can refer to Section 7 of Approved Document B to the Building Regulations 2010.
Automatic Fire Detection

Automatic fire detection and alarm (AFD) systems give early warning of a fire.  Such systems allow the occupants to leave the building at the earliest possible opportunity and so reduce the risk of injury to them significantly.

There are different kinds of AFD and the particular type required, will depend upon the type, size and layout of your property as well as the nature of occupation.  It is therefore not possible for this guide to be prescriptive about the type of system that should employed, although the BS 5839-6: 2013 (Fire detection and fire alarm systems for buildings. Code of practice for the design, installation and maintenance of fire detection and fire alarm systems in dwellings) does offer some guidance in relation to this. The following three examples are given for illustration purposes only and are intended to  represent the kind of AFD systems likely to be required in typical HMOs consisting of bed-sit type accommodation.

Example 1 - Houses and flats of no more than 2 stories and consisting of bed-sit accommodation

This type of property will usually require a non-panelled system of automatic fire detection.  This means that the system does not have a central control panel.  It will consist of mains wired smoke and heat alarms (with battery standby supply), which are all linked together so that if one is activated, they all sound to give a warning to the occupants. 

A smoke alarm is a device containing both a smoke detector and an audible alarm sounder.  They should be located in all living and bedrooms (including bed-sitting rooms) opening directly onto the means of escape as well as on the escape route itself.  They will also be required in any built-in cupboards in the escape route and this includes understairs cupboards.

A heat alarm is a device containing both a heat detector and an audible alarm sounder.  These should be located in a shared kitchen or in bed-sitting rooms which contain cooking facilities.  Heat alarms are used where a smoke alarm might otherwise be activated by normal cooking activity.  This will help to reduce false alarms.  It is also recommended that a stand alone smoke alarm is installed in a bed-sitting room with cooking facilities to give early warning of a fire to the occupants of that room.

Example 2 - Houses and flats of 3 or more stories 
This type of property will normally require a panelled system of automatic fire detection.  Such a system will have control and indicating equipment (a control panel) as well as smoke and heat detectors, audible alarm sounders, manual call points and will be mains wired.  There will also be a battery backup supply.

Smoke detectors should be located in all living and bedrooms (including bed-sitting rooms) opening directly onto the means of escape as well as on the escape route itself.  Detectors will also be required in any built-in cupboards in the escape route and this includes understairs cupboards.  They may also be required in basements used for storage even where they are not habitable.

Heat detectors should be located in a shared kitchen or in bed-sitting rooms which contain cooking facilities.  They are used where a smoke detector might otherwise be activated by normal cooking activity and will reduce the occurrence of false alarms. It is also recommended that a stand alone smoke alarm is installed in a bed-sitting room with cooking facilities to give early warning of a fire to the occupants of that room.

For further information about the standard of automatic fire detection, please see the advice note ‘A Guide to Automatic Fire Detection.’
Example 3 – Buildings converted into self-contained flats of 3 or more stories
This kind of property will normally require a panelled interlinked system of automatic fire detection with smoke detectors, audible alarm sounders and manual call points in the common escape route including stairs, landings and entrance hallways and interlinked heat detectors in each flat located in the room or lobby directly opening on to the escape route.
In addition, single point (non-interlinked) smoke alarms will also be located in the room or lobby opening directly on to the escape route in order to protect the sleeping occupants of the flat.
Lighting and Emergency Escape Lighting Systems

Emergency lighting systems assist the occupants to make a safe exit from the building and are designed to operate should the main electricity supply fail.  Generally the system should provide sufficient lighting to all parts of the escape route, particularly to highlight any changes in floor level or direction, as well as to illuminate manual call points and fire fighting equipment. For further information about the standard of automatic fire detection, please see the advice note ‘A Guide to Emergency Escape Lighting.’

In HMOs of up to two storeys, existing conventional lighting arrangements will usually be adequate, provided they do not have complex or long escape routes or have no natural or borrowed light. In HMOs of three or more storeys, it will be appropriate to provide emergency escape lighting throughout the escape route if the route is long or complex, or where there is no effective borrowed light.  For all HMOs of five or six storeys, an emergency escape lighting system will usually be required because of the length of the escape route.
Automatic Water Suppression Systems

This kind of system, which includes residential and domestic sprinkler installations, detects, gives warning of, controls, contains and can even extinguish a fire, depending upon the design features and extent of the system employed.

The installation and maintenance of such systems can be high especially in relation to an existing, occupied building but can offer cost savings and other design freedoms which may be worth consideration, although there are circumstances in which they may not be feasible or desirable.

The installation of such a system is not recommended without having first carried out a fire safety risk assessment, an analysis of the cost and benefits, or having consulted a competent fire safety engineer and the Council as the enforcement authority.

Fire Fighting Equipment

Whilst the occupiers should be encouraged to leave the building quickly in the event of a fire, extinguishers are required so that small fires may be tackled or escape routes made passable. 

Fire extinguishers should be mounted on wall brackets with handles approximately 1m from the floor, away from heaters, and so that they do not obstruct the escape routes. All extinguishers should comply with BS EN 3 and be wall mounted in a readily accessible location. 

· A simple multi-purpose extinguisher to comply with BS EN 3-7:2004+A1: 2007 should be provided on each floor of the common escape route and located near to manual call points where these are required as part of the alarm system. This type of extinguisher is suitable for wood, cloth, paper and plastics but not for electrical appliances or chip pan fires. 

· A fire blanket should be provided in a shared kitchen. Fire blankets should conform to BS EN 1869:1997 and wall mounted in the kitchen 1.5m from floor level away from cooker. They are for chip pan fires as well as those involving solids and liquids. 

Fire Safety Signs

The need for fire safety signs arises in larger HMOs or those with long, complicated, unusual or alternative escape routes, or in any other case where there might be confusion about the route to take or direction of travel to the final point of safety.  The kinds of signs that might be appropriate will be dependent upon the circumstances.

Signs to indicate fire doors in particular circumstances such as across the escape route itself, communal living rooms and kitchens are important and should bear the words – ‘Fire Door – Keep Shut.  Fire doors to cupboards, storage and boiler rooms communicating directly with the escape route should also have signs bearing the words – ‘Fire Doors – Keep Locked Shut’

Other signs marking the presence of fire fighting equipment are useful when otherwise the position of such equipment is not obvious or is difficult to see.

Surface Finishes

Some surface finishes to walls, ceilings and floors can be combustible and a cause for concern because of the risk of rapid spread of flame and additional and sometimes toxic smoke production as a result of a fire. This is of particular importance within an escape route, although it can also be of significance in other locations.  Generally surface finishes should be of non or limited combustibility in the escape routes.  Plaster and plasterboard mostly fall into this category.  Polystyrene wall and ceiling tiles are normally combustible and are unacceptable, especially in escape routes.  If in doubt about the combustibility of surface finishes in your property, please contact us and we will be pleased to advise you where we can.

Fire Safety Compliant Furniture and Furnishings

Furniture and furnishings provided must comply with the Furniture and Furnishings (Fire) (Safety) Regulations 1988 (as amended in 1989, 1993 & 2010). This will include any upholstered furniture such as chairs, sofas, children’s furniture, beds, upholstered headboards, mattresses, scatter cushions, seat pads, pillows and upholstered garden furniture. 

The regulations apply to all furnished accommodation and in HMOs requiring a licence, and compliance can and generally will form part of the conditions attached to the licence.

For further information, please contact Consumer Direct on: 08454 04 05 06.

Design Issues

The escape route to the final exit door must never pass through areas used for sleeping, general living, cooking, or storage without being separated from them by fire resisting walls or partitions and fire doors.

A room in which the only escape route is through another room (the access room) is called an ‘inner room’.  If a fire starts in an access room, it may not be possible to escape through that room and a person may become trapped in the inner room behind it.  For that reason within a unit of accommodation, inner bedrooms and living rooms are generally not permitted.
Where cooking facilities are provided in a bed-sitting room, they should be located in a position remote from the entrance door and should not be situated so as to prejudice the escape route from any point in that accommodation.  Cooking facilities should not be located near to bedding and other flammable materials.

Flats in Multiple Occupation

Whilst not all flats will have a stair unless they are arranged over 2 or more levels, the same principles are nonetheless applied to the means of escape from fire to form a protected route.  In a flat consisting of one storey only, the protected route normally consists of the hall to the flat entrance door.

Flats in multiple occupation will generally require the same fire safety measures as for other HMOs.

Where a flat in multiple occupation is within a purpose-built block of flats, it is important that the front entrance door to the flat (the door that communicates directly with common parts of the building), is a 30 minute fire door, fitted with smoke seals and a suitable self-closing device. Additionally, any walls separating the flat from the common escape routes (corridors, lobbies, stairwells, entrance halls, etc) should be compartment walls, generally of at least 30 minutes fire resistant construction (see the section on compartmentation on page 6). 

Having Works Carried Out

It is important to have fire safety works carried out by competent persons.  As well as the quality of products and materials used, fire precautions depend heavily upon the quality of workmanship.  This can make the difference between fire safety measures that work and those that fail.

Fire proofing works can be carried out by a competent general builder and /or carpenter using approved materials and following the manufacturer’s instructions.  

Some specialist products such as fire doors can be approved under the Certifire Scheme.  A Certifire certificate validates a product's suitability and limits of use. It provides the assurance that certified products will do the job expected of them.
Information about fire doors can be obtained from the British Woodworking Federation (BWF) who in association with Certifire, list approved fire door centres and suppliers on their website www.bwf.org.uk 

Information about fire resistant glazing systems can be obtained from the Glass and Glazing Federation on their website www.ggf.co.uk 

For fire alarm systems, there are a number of specialist contractors some of which also carry out security installations.  Some of these contractors are approved by BAFE (British Approvals for Fire Equipment) through their certification scheme (SP 203), for the design, installation, commissioning and maintenance of fire detection, alarm and suppression systems.  A full list of their certified contractors can be found at www.bafe.org.uk. These contractors may also carry out emergency lighting installations.

Management of the means of escape of fire and other fire precautions.

Regular inspection and maintenance is an important part of fire safety management in HMOs.

Damage and general wear and tear to fire safety installations, fire fighting equipment and structural fire protection measures can seriously undermine their performance or cause them to fail during a fire.  Batteries and other components all require replacement at certain intervals and fire extinguishers should be inspected and serviced every year.  

A test of the automatic fire detection and alarm and the emergency lighting systems must be carried out at least annually by a competent person and a test certificate obtained.  Otherwise the regular visual inspection of fire safety measures should be carried out to ensure that there are no obvious problems.  All defects identified should be recorded and the necessary remedial works undertaken.

It is good practice to make a record of all the inspections undertaken.

Reducing the Risk of a Fire 

In addition to the proper management of fire safety measures in your property, there are other steps you can take to reduce the likelihood of a fire occurring and these concern electrical and gas appliances and installations.

Electrical Installations 

Faulty electrical wiring or electrical installations in poor condition can lead to fires.

Under The Management of Houses in Multiple Occupation (England) Regulations 2006, fixed electrical installations in houses in multiple occupation must be inspected and tested at least every 5 years by a qualified and competent person and a certificate obtained. In all other properties, it is recommended that a full electrical installation test should be carried out every 5 years or as recommended by a competent electrician to ensure it is safe and in good working order. Electrical wiring of more than 25 years old will most likely need to be inspected every year. You should obtain a certificate from your electrician and keep this with your records. 

Competent electricians may be members of the NAPIT (National Association of Professional Inspectors) Electrical Contractors Association (ECA) or the National Inspection Council for Electrical Installation Contracting (NICEIC).

Electrical Appliances 

The Electrical Equipment (Safety) Regulations 2016, places a duty on landlords and letting agents to ensure that any electrical equipment supplied as part of a letting is maintained in a safe condition.  Such equipment may include: 

• Washing machines 

• Kettles, toasters and other small kitchen appliances 

• Fridges and freezers 

• Ovens 

• Microwaves 

• Televisions 

• Vacuum cleaners 

In order to help demonstrate that the landlord/letting agent has taken reasonable steps to ensure compliance with these regulations, all such appliances should have a safety check carried out annually or at a change of tenancy, by a competent electrician. A record of these should be made in a logbook and it is good practice for a label to be attached to the appliance. Should the inspection reveal that there is a safety hazard, the appliance should be removed immediately or repaired at the property. 

Gas Safety 

The Gas Safety (Installation and Use) Regulations 1998 places a duty on landlords to have a safety check carried out every 12 months by a Gas Safe registered engineer on gas installations and appliances. A gas safety check and certificate can also be required by the Council under The Management of Houses in Multiple Occupation (England) Regulations 2006 and as part of the conditions of the licence for a house in multiple occupation under our HMO licensing schemes.  This will help to reduce the fire risk associated with gas installations and is also important to prevent potentially life threatening carbon monoxide poisoning.  For more information about this visit the Health and Safety Executive’s website on www.hse.gov.uk/gas/ 
Fire Safety in HMOs and the Law

The following is a brief overview of the law relating to fire safety in HMOs.  Some of these provisions also contain requirements in relation to other health and safety matters which are not mentioned here.  Reference is made where applicable to other documents that explain more about these.

Housing Act 2004, Part 2 and Licensing of Houses in Multiple Occupation

This requires that a licence is held in relation to certain types of HMO. Such licences apply to HMOs with 3 or more stories occupied by 5 or more people who share some amenities.

Among other things, the conditions that may be attached to a licence can require that smoke alarms are kept in working order and that electrical appliances and furniture are kept in a safe condition.  
In addition, the Council has introduced an additional licensing scheme under the Act which applies to other types of HMOs in the borough. 

To find out about whether licensing may apply to you and for further information please visit the council’s website https://www.barnet.gov.uk/citizen-home/housing-and-community/private-housing/landlords.html
Housing Act 2004, Part 1

This Act requires the Council to inspect residential premises using the Housing Health and Safety Rating System and fire safety is one of the 29 matters taken in to consideration.  The Council may and in certain cases must take action in relation to fire safety in residential premises, including HMOs.  Amongst other forms of action, the Council can serve statutory notices requiring improvements or repairs, or prohibit the use of a building or parts of a building for residential purposes.

The Management of Houses in Multiple Occupation (England) Regulations 2006 and the Licensing and Management of Houses in Multiple Occupation (Additional Provisions)(England) Regulations 2007
These regulations impose a duty upon the managers of HMOs to ensure that the means of escape from fire are kept free from obstruction and are maintained in good order and repair. Fire alarm systems and fire fighting equipment are also to be maintained in good working order.

The regulations require that common parts, fixtures, fittings and appliances are maintained in good and clean decorative repair, maintained in a safe and working condition (e.g. balustrades and handrails, stair coverings, windows, lighting, gardens and yards, walls and fences, etc.) and kept reasonably clear from obstruction. 

The Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005

This Order requires fire precautions to be put in place where necessary.  It is enforced by the Fire Authority who can also require that risk assessments of the common areas of an HMO (halls, stairs and landings for example) are carried out by responsible persons.

References

Housing – Fire Safety, Guidance on fire safety provisions for certain types of existing housing, LACORS, August 2008 http://www.cieh.org/library/Knowledge/Housing/National_fire_safety_guidance_08.pdf 
Fire Safety Risk Assessment – Sleeping Accommodation, DCLG.

Version 2, HHSRS Operating Guidance, DCLG 

www.hhsrs.org 

‘Fire Safety in Purpose-Built Blocks of Flats’, Local Government Group, July 2011

http://www.local.gov.uk/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=1138bf70-2e50-400c-bf81-9a3c4dbd6575 
‘The Regulatory Reform’ (Fire Safety) Order 2005

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2005/1541/contents/made
A Guide to Automatic Water Supression Systems (AWSS) and their Practical Application, The Chief Fire Officer’s Association, 

For more information, please contact:

The Private Sector Housing Team on 020 8359 5355 or e-mail hmo@barnet.gov.uk or write to us at:

London Borough of Barnet, Environmental Health

Building 4, North London Business Park

Oakleigh Road South

London, N11 1NP
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