
Grey Paper No. 12 - April 2007 – Fire Safety Order 

FIRE SAFETY ORDER 

The Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2006, the Fire (Scotland) Act 2005, and revisions to the Northern 

Ireland fire safety law have made significant changes to previous fire legislation. The advice set out below 

has been prepared by the Safety Committee of the Association of British Theatre Technicians. 

Part One 

The Order replaces most old fire safety legislation. Any fire certificate issued under the Fire Precautions Act 

1971 no longer applies. If there was a fire certificate issued in respect of the premises or if the premises were 

built in compliance with recent building regulations, then it is unlikely that any major improvements will be 

required to existing fire protection arrangements so long as there have been no significant alterations and all 

the physical fire precautions have been properly maintained. It is unlikely, if the premises have a licence for 

regulated entertainment, that any physical changes will be needed. 

However, the responsible person(s) must still carry out a fire risk assessment and keep it up to date to ensure 

that all the fire precautions in the premises remain current and adequate. Any earlier fire assessment made 

under previous legislation (such as the Fire Precautions (Workplace) Regulations 1997 as amended) must 

be revised to take into account the wider scope of the Order. The risk assessment must be recorded if there 

are more than five employees, if the premises are licensed or if an improvements notice applies - in practice 

almost all theatres will fall into these categories. 

Responsibility for complying with the Order rests with the 'responsible person'. This is the employer or any 

other person who has control of any part of the premises, for example the occupier or owner. This applies 

whether they be professional or amateur. Particular attention must be paid to those at special risk, such as 

disabled people and those people who may not be able to leave the premises quickly, such as pregnant 

women, elderly customers or parents with children. Consideration must include any dangerous substance 

liable to be on the premises, flammability of sets, props and costumes, pyrotechnics, timber, solvents, paints 

and so forth. 

The responsible person must appoint one or more 'competent persons', depending on the size of the theatre, 

to carry out the preventive and protective measures required by the Order. These duties include: 

 providing all employees with clear and relevant information on the risks to them identified by the fire 

risk assessment, about the measures taken to prevent fires, and how these measures will protect 

them if a fire breaks out 

 consulting with employees about nominating people to carry out particular roles in connection with 

fire safety 

 providing the parent, before employing any child, with clear and relevant information on the risks to 

that child and the measures put in place to prevent{ protect the child from fire, and to inform any 

other responsible person 

 informing non-employees, such as visiting companies, temporary or contract workers, of the risks 

relevant to them, and providing them with information about the fire safety procedures including who 

are the nominated competent persons 

 cooperating and co-ordinating with other responsible persons who also occupy the premises, 

including informing them of any significant risks found as part of the fire risk assessment and the 

measures adopted to reduce/control those risks which might affect the safety of their employees 

 considering the presence of any dangerous substances and assessing the risk this presents to staff 

and public from fire 

 establishing a suitable means of contacting the emergency services and providing them with 

information about dangerous substances 

 providing appropriate information, instruction and training to employees about the fire precautions 

before they start work in the premises and from time to time throughout the period they continue to 

work in the premises 



 ensuring that the premises and any fire fighting, fire detection and warning equipment are covered 

by a  

 ensuring that the emergency routes and exits are maintained usable whenever the premises are 

occupied 

Anyone having control of premises that contain more than one workplace, (this might be a Production or 

Technical Manager responsible for off-site workplaces or stores) is responsible for ensuring that the 

requirements of the Order are met in those areas under their control. 

Employees must co-operate to ensure the workplace is safe from fire and its effects, and must not do anything 

that will place themselves or other people at risk. 

The five steps of a fire safety risk assessment 

1. Identify fire hazards 

 Identify sources of ignition, fuel and oxygen 

2. 2. Identify people at risk 

 Identify people inside and around the premises and  

 those at especial risk 

3. 3. Evaluate, remove, reduce and protect 

 Assess the risk of fire occurring and the risk to people from fire 

 Remove or reduce fire hazards 

 Remove or reduce risks to people 

4. 4. Record, plan, inform, instruct and train 

 Record significant findings and action taken Prepare an emergency plan 

 Inform, instruct and train the relevant people 

5. 5. Review the fire risk assessment   

 And revise when necessary 

When making or revising the fire risk assessment all the people who use the premises must be considered, 

paying particular attention to people who may be especially at risk such as: 

 employees who work alone and/or in isolated areas, for example cleaners, maintenance staff, 

security staff, technicians, production crew, fly-men and follow spot operators 

 people who are unfamiliar with the premises, such as visiting companies, visitors and the public 

 performances for children or where children comprise a large percentage of the audience 

 people with disabilities including mobility, hearing or vision impairment and learning disability 

Smoke 

Fires will generate smoke that is thick and sometimes black, obscures vision, causes great difficulty in 

breathing and can block the view of escape routes. Smoke contains toxic gases, which are harmful. Once a 

fire has started, been detected and a warning given, everyone in your premises should be able to escape to 

a place of safety unaided. However, some people with disabilities and others with special needs may need 

help from staff who will need to be designated for the purpose. 

Escape routes 

Older theatre buildings may contain different construction materials from newer buildings, and may be in a 

poorer state of repair. This could contribute to the speed with which any fire may spread. It is essential that 

escape routes are maintained and managed to ensure that they remain usable and available at all times 

when the premises are occupied. 

An acceptable form of emergency escape lighting must cover escape routes. 

Signs 

Signs must be used, where necessary, to help people identify escape routes, find fire-fighting equipment and 

emergency fire telephones. 



It is also advisable to maintain a up-to-date line drawing of each floor to illustrate the fire precautions and the 

location of fire equipment. Such diagrams can also help when checking the fire precautions as part of the 

ongoing fire risk assessment review. 

Part Two 

The first part outlined the five steps of a fire safety risk assessment which is required of all employers or other 

persons who have control over any part of the premises, for example the occupier or owner. This applies 

whether they be professional or amateur. The five steps are: 

1. Identify fire hazards 

2. Identify people at risk 

3. Evaluate, remove, reduce and protect 

4. Record, plan, inform, instruct and train 

5. Review the fire risk assessment 

Identify potential sources of ignition 

Look for possible sources of heat that could get hot enough to ignite flammable material. These sources 

might include: 

 lighting equipment, especially halogen lamps, display lighting, projectors and lasers 

 faulty or misused electrical equipment, such as sound equipment and wardrobe dryers  

 equipment brought in by visiting companies 

 hot surfaces such as irons 

 obstructed ventilation grills 

 naked flames, such as candles or Ipg effects  

 special effects, such as pyrotechnics 

 arson 

 cooking appliances 

 hot ducting and flues 

 smokers' materials, such as cigarettes, matches and lighters 

 gas or oil-fired heaters, portable room heaters 

 central heating boilers 

 hot processes, such as welding 

Real flame, including candles, should not be used unless the risk assessment shows that it can be done 

safely. A responsible member of the staff, the Duty Fire Officer if there is one, should monitor the activity and 

have an appropriate fire extinguisher readily available. Similarly smoke and vapour effects, lasers, firearms 

and fire effects should be operated safely and in accordance with the manufacturers' instructions. 

Identify sources of fuel 

Anything that burns is fuel for a fire. Look for the materials that will burn readily/easily and with enough 

quantity to provide fuel for a fire or allow the fire to spread to another fuel source. Some of the most common 

'fuels' found in theatres include: 

 flammable-liquid-based products, such as paints, varnishes, thinners and adhesives 

 flammable liquids and solvents, such as alcohol (spirits), white spirit, methylated spirits, cooking oils 

and disposable cigarette lighters 

 flammable chemicals, such as certain cleaning and dry cleaning products that use hydrocarbon 



solvents . 

 flammable gases such as liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) and acetylene 

 costumes and textiles 

 untreated drapes, hangings, untreated scenery  

 upholstered seating, cushions, soft furnishings packaging materials, stationery, advertising material 

and decorations 

 plastics and rubber, such as video tapes, polyurethane foam-filled furniture 

 polystyrene-based display materials 

 air filters used in ducts and hot air dryers 

 clogged ducts and exhaust flues 

 litter and waste products, particularly finely divided items such as shredded paper, wood shavings 

and off-cuts, and accumulated dust 

Oxygen 

The air is the main source of oxygen. However the presence of extra oxygen will help a fire burn more fiercely. 

Oxidising chemicals (indicated on the container) should be used with care, kept to the minimum and stored 

appropriately. Oxygen supplies from cylinder storage (as used in some cutting and some welding processes) 

and pyrotechnics (which contain oxidising materials) need to be treated with great care. Oxygen (and 

acetylene) cylinders should be removed from the premises before the public are admitted unless kept in a 

suitable approved store. 

Pyrotechnics considerations include: 

 siting of pyrotechnic devices 

 type of firing device to be employed 

 use of bomb tanks 

 storage, storage receptacles and enclosures 

 general safety and security 

Floor plans 

Floor plans help make it easier to produce and understand the fire risk assessment. The floor plans should 

identify: 

 essential features such as the layout of rooms, 

 escape doors, wall partitions . 

 any fire-resisting structure such as corridors, stairways and self-closing fire doors provided to protect 

the escape routes 

 refuges and lifts that have been designated as suitable for use by disabled 

 details of the type and location of fire-fighting equipment 

 location of manually-operated fire alarms 

 location of emergency lighting 

 location of the escape route (exit) signs 

 location of the fire alarm system control board 

The Emergency Plan 

The fire risk assessment enables the preparation of the emergency plan, the purpose of which is to ensure 



that: 

 the staff know what to do if there is a fire 

 the premises can be safely evacuated. 

If the theatre is licensed under the Licensing Act, there may already be suitable plans. The emergency plan 

should be appropriate to the premises and include: 

 how people (staff, performers and public) will be warned if there is a fire 

 what staff should do if they discover a fire 

 how live performances will be stopped 

 the roles of specific post-holders 

 how the evacuation of the premises will be carried out 

 where the public, performers and staff will assemble after they have left the premises 

 the procedures for checking whether the premises have been completely evacuated 

 communication with the public (for example use of the PA system or onstage announcements)  

 identification of key escape routes, how people can gain access to them and escape to a place of 

total safety 

There are many other arrangements to consider: 

 identifying duties and staff who have specific responsibilities if there is a fire 

 arrangements for the safe evacuation of people identified as being especially at risk, such as those 

with disabilities, lone workers and children (especially at performances intended primarily for 

children) 

 organising a roll call of staff and performers and/or the reporting of 'sweeping' of the premises by 

wardens 

 lowering the safety curtain (if appropriate) 

 machines that need to be stopped and power supplies isolated such as input air ventilation  

 identifying any high fire-risk areas such as staff working at high levels or below ground  

 restrictions on the use of evacuation lifts fire-detection and warning systems 

 sprinklers or smoke control systems 

 calling the fire service 

 notification of any special risks to the fire authority. Fire-fighters should be alerted to any suspended 

scenery or equipment, which could fall during a fire 

 necessary training for employees such as evacuatiol1 procedures and use of fire extinguishers 

Different evacuation procedures are often needed for: 

 the auditorium during performance 

 the auditorium when staff only are present 

 the auditorium during rehearsals 

 other public areas out of performance times 

 staff and workshop areas 

 out of hours 



Warning systems 

In other than the very simplest of premises where all parts of the building are occupied at the same time and 

it is unlikely at a fire could start without somebody noticing it quickly, automatic fire detection and a warning 

system are needed. 

These systems are essential where there is a complex layout or there are usually unoccupied spaces or 

multi-occupation. There should be adequate manually operated alarm call points (break-glass boxes) for use 

by the staff in addition to the automatic detectors. In many theatres a staged alarm (staff alerting system) 

that provides time for the staff to confirm (or extinguish) the fire and be ready for- evacuation is used. Code 

words or other measures may be used to warn of an evacuation or other event provided these 

communications do not result in a significant reduction in the time available for the evacuation of the public. 

In complex premises, particularly those where large numbers of people are present, such as in multiple 

auditoria, phased evacuation may be used; those most at risk are evacuated first whilst others are alerted 

but evacuated later on. Such evacuation procedures require an integrated alarm system, staff training and 

adequate fire protection between the separate areas. 

Whatever system is used it is essential that there are regular fire drills. These will help to establish the 

effectiveness of the emergency plan and the training of staff and identify any failings. Fire drills should be 

carried out at least once a month and may need to be more frequent where changes of staff are frequent. 

'Rent-a-crowd' audiences can add verisimilitude to the practice. 

Post incident plans 

The emergency plan should include post-incident plans for dealing with situations that might arise such as 

those involving:  

 unaccompanied children 

 people with personal belongings (especially valuables) still in the building 

 performers in a state of undress 

 people wishing to rejoin friends 

 parents trying to find their children 

 getting people away from the assembly area to transport 

 inclement weather 

Other emergencies 

Since a fire may be associated with some other emergency, you may need to consider for example power 

cuts, bomb threats, delayed starts or even audience disorder. 

Special effects 

Special effects can create an illusion of the presence of fire and smoke and consequently some additional 

measures (such as heightened staff awareness) may be needed. 

Detailed recommendations on the use of smoke and vapour effects, lasers and strobes and firearms can be 

found in Model National Conditions for Places of Entertainment and Associated Guidance and appropriate 

ABTT Codes of Practice and HSE Information Sheets. 

Further advice 

General advice may be found in Fire safety assessment - theatres, cinemas and similar premises. ISBN-13: 

978 1 851 128228 and on www.firesafetyguides.communities.gov.uk 

More theatre-industry-specific guidance may be found in Technical Standards for Places of Entertainment 

ISBN: 1 904031 056, obtainable from ABTT 

 

 


