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NEW GUIDANCE on compartmentation in shops 
has been released by the Fire Sector Federation 
(FSF), in response to concerns raised by a 

number of fire and rescue services concerning apparent 
inconsistencies in the Building Regulations approvals 
process for such premises. 

These concerns were initially raised at a Chief Fire 
Officers Association Fire Engineering and Technical 
Standards meeting, where it was reported that 
certain shops were receiving approval under the 
Building Regulations, despite their compartment sizes 
apparently exceeding the recommendations laid  
down in Approved Document B (ADB). 

The issue was then initially brought to the 
Enforcement Workstream of the FSF in October 2015. 
It was agreed by the cross-industry representatives in 
attendance that the advice contained in ADB was too 
open to interpretation, particularly in relation to the 
height of single-storey shop premises, since measures  
of area (m2) rather than volume (m3) were used to 
evaluate fire loading. 

A draft document was developed from an article 
written by Anthony Burd in 2002 and this was released 
for full industry consultation in June 2016. Having taken 
comments from the consultation into account, the final 
agreed document was released last December.

Following the Fire Sector Federation’s release of  
new guidance on compartmentation in shops,  
Terry O’Neill explains the reasons behind it
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Compartmentation in Shops Guidance aims to assist 
designers to meet the functional requirements of the 
Building Regulations and to demonstrate compliance 
with the Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order [FSO]. It 
also recommends that building control bodies and fire 
and rescue services may use this guidance when assessing 
designs that are not deemed to be strictly code compliant,  
in order to help them achieve a consistent interpretation  
and implementation of the Building Regulations and FSO. 

The problem

Current guidance contained in the latest edition of 
Approved Document B (ADB) Volume 2 recommends 
limiting the compartment size of single-storey shops  
to a maximum of 2,000m², and that where sprinklers  
are provided, there is no compartment size limit. 

This compartment size limit was introduced as 
a result of a number of high-profile fires in large 
supermarket and DIY-type outlets, which led to 
concerns about public and firefighter safety. It was 
considered that there was an increased potential 
for loss of lives in shops since there are significant 
numbers of occupants present who may be unfamiliar 
with their surroundings, matched with limited levels  
of managerial control on members of the public.  
It was also thought that such a scenario could lead  
to an increased likelihood that firefighters might  
have to enter the building for rescue purposes.

Although ADB introduced area limits, it did not  
use a volumetric figure for shops. This was because it 
was assumed that the height of stored goods would  
be low level, as goods need to be accessible to customers. 
However, modern retail premises have evolved and  
low level fire loading is not now always the case. 

Guidance recommendations

Compartmentation in Shops Guidance, the new FSF 
document, recommends that where fire loading will 
exceed a height of 4m above floor level this should be 
justified in the fire strategy unless an appropriate fire 
suppression system is installed.

Also discussed in the document are extensions 
to existing stores; alternative approaches to meeting 
the requirements of the Building Regulations; and the 
installation of life safety systems. It provides advice  
on consultations between building control bodies and  
fire and rescue authorities, and the potential impact  
of the FSO. 

The FSF guidance recommends that where an 
existing store is extended so that the final floor area is 
greater than 2,000m² (whether it exceeded this value 
previously or not), the building as a whole may be less 
satisfactory than before the work was carried out in 
relation to requirement B3(3) of the Building Regulations. 
It recommends that any such building should be either 
subdivided to limit the compartment size, or fitted with 
sprinklers – or some other solution would be necessary. 

Such compartment limitations are necessary, 
explains the guidance, to satisfy regulation 4(2) in 
relation to requirement B3 of the Building Regulations. 
Regulation 4 of the Building Regulations 2000 sets  
out the requirements applicable to building work.  
This stipulates in Regulation 4(1) that ‘building work’ 
should comply with the applicable requirements 
contained in Schedule 1. Regulation 4(2)a then goes 
on to state that, after the work is completed, the 
building as a whole should comply with the applicable 
requirements of Schedule 1 or – where the building  
did not previously comply with any such requirement 
– is no more unsatisfactory in relation to that 
requirement than before the work was carried out.

Regulation 4(2) must be judged against the 
requirements set out in Schedule 1, rather than the 
Approved Document B3 (3), which requires subdivision  
of the building to an extent appropriate to its size  
and intended use; although it may be that some 
buildings will still comply with requirement B3 (3) by 
virtue of their intended use, even though they have 
been extended without further compartmentation.

If a sprinkler system is installed, it should be 
remembered that for an automatic sprinkler system to 
be effective, it must operate at the earliest stages 
of fire growth or the fire may become too large to be 
controlled. It is for this reason that sprinklers should 
normally be installed throughout a compartment.  
In relation to the extension of an uncompartmented 
single-storey shop, this would mean providing sprinklers  
in both the extension and the existing building.

Alternative approaches

Alternative approaches to following the guidance in 
an Approved Document may also be used to satisfy 
the requirements of the Building Regulations. The FSF 
guidance outlines factors that should be considered 
when such approaches are utilised.

It highlights that provisions for compartmentation 
relate to requirement B3 – Internal fire spread (structure), 
and this requirement is complementary to the other 
requirements in Part B which, together, provide a package 
of measures to achieve an adequate level of fire safety. 
The purpose of compartmentation is explained in 
paragraph 8.1 of the Approved Document, and is twofold:
1. To prevent rapid fire spread, which could trap occupants.
2. To reduce the chance of fires becoming large, on the 
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basis that large fires are more dangerous, 
not only to occupants and fire service personnel, 
but also to people in the vicinity of the building. 

With these factors in mind, it is clear that any alternative 
approach should go beyond means of escape and 
should relate to fire growth.

Life safety systems

The Building Regulations aim only to ensure the health 
and safety of people in or about buildings. Any sprinkler 
system that is provided to satisfy the regulations must 
therefore be regarded as a life-safety system. 

Table 12 of the Approved Document gives 
the maximum recommended dimensions for 
compartments: ‘Maximum dimensions of building 
or compartment (non-residential buildings)’. Note 
1 to Table 12 indicates that ‘sprinklered’ means that 
the building is fitted throughout with an automatic 
sprinkler system. This therefore suggests that ‘partial 
protection’ only of a compartment is not acceptable.

In addition, in the General Introduction to ADB 
(0.17), advice is given on the standard of sprinkler 
systems. It should be noted that, with BS 5306-2: 1990 
now having been ‘withdrawn’, a sprinkler installation 
should now meet the relevant recommendations of  
BS EN 12845. To ensure that sprinkler systems provided 
for reasons of life safety have a high degree of reliability 
and responsiveness, Annex F of BS EN 12845: Additional 
measures to improve system reliability and availability 
and supplementary advice provided in LPC Rules for 
automatic sprinkler installations TB 233 (2015) should  
also be considered. 

It is important to note, however, that there may be 
circumstances in which some of the additional life 
safety requirements of the standard are inappropriate 
and could be varied, subject to the building control 
body being satisfied that a reasonable standard has 
been achieved and that, as such, requirement B3 has 
been satisfied.

Consulting fire authorities

Questions have also arisen in relation to consultations 
between building control bodies and fire and rescue 
authorities, and the effect of the FSO. 

In order to ensure that all those involved are aware 
at the earliest opportunity of the likely application 
of the various legislative regimes, the Home Office, 
National Assembly for Wales, and the then DETR 
issued a revised Building Regulation and Fire Safety 
Procedural Guidance in February 2001, which explains 
the interaction between Building Regulations and other 
statutory fire safety requirements in England and Wales.

The Building Regulation and Fire Safety Procedural 
Guidance has been further revised in 2016 and is 
currently awaiting publication (a draft version is available 
via the following link: http://firesectorfederation.co.uk/
workstreams/enforcement.php#documents-tab)

These consultations have the overriding purpose 
that, in circumstances where the fire authority can 
impose provisions that may differ from those required 
under the Building Regulations, the fire authority 
should make its intentions clear as early as possible, 
using the statutory consultation process.

As always, building control bodies will need to 
consider each case on its own merits and compliance 
with the functional requirements of the Building 
Regulations is always a matter of professional judgement.

Compartmentation in Shops Guidance addresses a 
number of fire safety concerns in retail premises and 
provides guidance on how such premises should be 
developed to comply with the Building Regulations. 
For further information, or to download the document, 
visit http://firesectorfederation.co.uk/workstreams/
enforcement.php#documents-tab 

Terry O’Neill is chair of the Fire Sector Federation 
Enforcement Workstream and chief operating 
officer of the Butler and Young Group, which 
represents the Building Control Alliance


