EMERGENCY PLANNING AND MEANS OF ESCAPE A-Z

Use this glossary to understand the specialist terminology used in contingency planning, fire safety and the management of means of escape.

	EMERGENCY PLANNING AND MEANS OF ESCAPE A-Z

	Term
	Helpful Notes (cross-references to other headings in bold)

	  ABC

	

Alarm
	[image: ]Any means (visual or audible) of warning people that there is an Emergency. Different alarm tones may indicate the need to take different actions according to the type of emergency (e.g. fire: evacuate; toxic release: close doors/windows and stay where you are). Alarms may be triggered automatically, or manually via a Call point. They will typically have a central control panel as shown (right):

	Assembly point
	Safe place where people assemble after an emergency evacuation. As they are usually outside, their signs are prone to weathering. Replace as soon as they become unclear.

	
Automatic closer
	[image: ]A device including a spring and a damper to close doors after people have passed through, thus preventing the spread of fire/smoke and maintaining the integrity of protected areas, such as Escape routes.


	Breathing apparatus
	Equipment that protects a person from inhaling smoke, fume or other toxic materials. It always has its own source of air, either via cylinders (self-contained breathing apparatus) or an airline. For emergency use, ‘self-contained’ is the preferred option.


	Business interruption cover
	A type of insurance that reimburses the policy holder for loss of profits following an incident such as fire, explosion or flood.

	

Call point
	[image: ]
A device that allows manual triggering of an alarm. To avoid unintended activation, they usually include a glass panel that needs to be broken for the alarm to be sounded.

	Carbon dioxide (CO2)
	A fire extinguishing medium found in Portable extinguishers (colour code: black). CO2 has the advantage of being safe to use on live electrical equipment but, as an asphyxiant, should never be used in a confined space.

	
Class
	In fire safety, ‘class’ means the type of fire, according to what is burning, or may burn. The classes commonly used in the UK are: A (combustible solids), B (flammable liquids), C (combustible gases), D (combustible metals) and F (cooking oils and fats).

	COMAH site
	A Major hazard site covered by the Control of Major Accident Hazards Regulations (COMAH) 2015.

	Combustible material
	Any material that can fuel a fire. Common combustibles include wood, paper and packaging.

	Compartmentation
	Dividing a building into fire-protected compartments to impede the spread of fire and allow users to reach a place of safety. See also Structural fire protection.

	[image: ]Competent person
	A person with the knowledge, skills and experience to carry out a specific role: e.g. fire marshal, emergency team member.

	
Confined space
	A place with restricted access. Legally, they’re defined as ‘any place, including any chamber, tank, vat, silo, pit, trench, pipe, sewer, flue, well or other similar space in which, by virtue of its enclosed nature, there arises a reasonably foreseeable specified risk’. The 5 specified risks are: (1) fire, (2) explosion, (3) loss of consciousness, (4) drowning and (5) asphyxiation arising from a free-flowing solid (e.g. grain, dust or powder).

	Continuity planning
	Emergency planning that places particular emphasis on being able to resume normal business operations as quickly as possible.

	Crash bar
	[image: ]Device that allows an Exit to be opened immediately from the inside, even if there is a press of people against the door.

	  DEF

	
Detector
	A sensor that detects heat, smoke or toxic materials (e.g. carbon monoxide). Usually used to trigger an automatic Alarm.

	Disaster plan
	A plan for major incidents such as fire, flood, toxic release, fatal accident etc. It should start by defining the major incidents that will trigger the plan, so that people know when it applies/should be invoked.

	
Dry powder
	A fire extinguishing medium found in Portable extinguishers (colour code: blue). It has the advantage of being safe to use on live electrical equipment but is very messy. What’s more, the dense cloud it produces can cause disorientation; breathing problems have also been reported. As a result, it is best used in open, well-ventilated areas where your risk assessment has identified it as the most suitable extinguisher.

	Dry riser
	A pipe for firefighting water that runs up through a building. It is not normally kept full, hence it is ‘dry’.

	Egress
	The legal word for ‘getting out’, e.g. in an Emergency. All employers have a duty to provide safe egress.

	Emergency
	Any incident in which people need to take urgent action to avoid harm.

	Emergency lighting
	Lighting that ensures people can get out safely in an Emergency. It is normally independent of the main power supply so that it can still do its job even if normal power is lost.

	Emergency planning
	Preparing for a foreseeable Emergency. This planning should help minimise its Likelihood (prevention) and also ensure minimal harm/losses should it, despite your best efforts, still occur.

	
Escape routes
	[image: ]Routes that take people from a dangerous area to a safe, or at least a safer, place. The higher the risk, the shorter they should be. Escape routes should be signed:

	
Evacuation strategy
	The procedure for getting people out of the workplace. In ‘single stage’, everyone goes to a place of safety as soon as the alarm sounds; in ‘two-stage’, a delay between the initial alarm and full evacuation allows building managers to investigate whether the alarm is genuine. ‘Phased evacuation’ means that only those in the affected zone evacuate: others remain where they are although they are typically warned (e.g. by a special alarm tone) to be ready to evacuate.

	Exit
	A way out from a room – or from the building itself (often called ‘final exits’).


	Fire blanket
	An effective way of smothering small, contained fires, e.g. in kitchen pans. Users should be trained to use the blanket safely and effectively.

	Fire drill
	A practice to familiarise people with the evacuation procedure. Their frequency should be set as part of the fire risk assessment process.

	

Fire triangle
	[image: ]
The idea that fires have 3 essential elements (see right). It’s important for two reasons: (1) where all 3 elements are present, there is an immediate risk of fire (2) removing any element will extinguish the fire, so the triangle also helps us understand how to put out any fire once it has started.

	Fireman’s lift
	A protected lift that can be put under the control of the emergency services to allow faster access for fire- fighting and rescue. It is an exception to the rule that ‘no one should use the lifts in an emergency.’

	Flash point
	The temperature at which a flammable liquid will give off a vapour which can be ignited, should a source of ignition be present. The lower the flashpoint, the higher the risk.

	
Foam
	A fire extinguishing medium found in Portable extinguishers (colour code: cream). Foam works by cooling/smothering and can be used on flammable liquid fires as well as class A combustible materials (wood, paper etc). It should not though be used on live electrical equipment (unless specifically designated as safe for this purpose) or on deep fat fryers/chip pans (Class F fires).

	FSO
	The Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005.

	  GHI

	Gas flooding fire extinguisher
	A fixed (non-portable) and automatically-triggered extinguisher often used to protect very valuable assets such as server rooms.

	Hot work
	Processes such as grinding, welding, burning and flame cutting. They are normally strictly controlled (e.g. by a Permit to Work) because of their potential to start major fires.

	  JKL

	Likelihood
	The probability of a fire or other foreseeable Emergency. Safety measures should reduce it to the minimum.

	Lower flammable limit
	The lowest ratio of fuel-to-air that will support 
combustion. Below this limit, the mixture is too ‘lean’ 
to burn. See also Upper flammable limit.

	  MNO

	Major hazard site
	A site with such quantities of hazardous substances that people both on and outside the site are at risk –
e.g. from major accidents such as fires, explosions or toxic releases. See also COMAH site.

	Means of spread
	The 4 main ways in which fire spreads through a building: (1) radiation of heat, (2) heat conduction, (3) convection (hot gases such as smoke/fume rise) and (4) direct burning.

	  PQR

	Permit to Work (PTW)
	A safe system of work that requires written authorisation (issue of the Permit by a responsible person) before work proceeds.

	Portable extinguishers
	[image: ]
The most common item of emergency equipment, extinguishers should be readily available in case of fire. The contents should be chosen according to the Class of fires envisaged. Anyone who is expected to use an extinguisher should receive basic training in how to do so effectively and safely.

	Primary escape
	The main escape route, often via the building’s main entrance.

	
Risk assessment
	Systematic evaluation of potential dangers (hazards) so that the right level of precautions can be put in place. 

	  STUV

	Secondary escape
	A back-up or alternative to Primary escape.

	Service riser
	A duct running vertically through a building and containing cables, pipes and other services. They must be kept shut and sealed to prevent rapid spread of fire by convection (see Means of spread).

	Severity
	‘How bad’ as opposed to ‘how likely’. Most emergency measures are aimed at reducing the severity of the fire, spillage, release or similar emergency.

	Spillage kit
	Materials to contain and mop up a spillage, e.g. of oil or hazardous substances.

	Sprinklers
	Automatic water-based fire extinguishing system. When a sprinkler head is triggered by fire, it sprays water, dousing the fire and preventing it escalating. Expensive to install but very effective.

	Structural fire protection
	Built-in protection designed to prevent fire spreading, prevent the building structure collapsing and safeguard Escape routes.

	Travel distance
	The distance between where a person starts and a safe place such as a final exit. The higher the risk, the shorter the travel distance should be.

	Upper flammable limit
	The highest ratio of fuel-to-air that will support combustion. Above this limit, the mixture is too ‘rich’ to burn. See also Lower flammable limit.

	  WXYZ

	Water
	A fire extinguishing medium found in Portable extinguishers (colour code: red). Water works by cooling and is ideal for extinguishing Class A combustible material (wood, paper, etc.) fires.

	
Wet chemical
	Another fire extinguishing medium found in Portable extinguishers (colour code: yellow). It can be used on Class A, B and also F (cooking fat/chip pan) fires.
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