
 

Preventing arson in buildings 

 

More than half of fires in commercial buildings are started deliberately. These maliciously 

started fires can be particularly dangerous because they often develop quickly, can have 

multiple seats of ignition and may be started in escape routes. An understanding of the 

potential occurrence of arson, and the systems and strategies for preventing it, is therefore a 

vital tool for the building designer. 

While good housekeeping may help to deter the arsonist, the appropriate use of security 

measures and arson prevention systems is also essential to ensuring that fires (accidental or 

malicious) are unlikely to occur – and if they do, they can be quickly controlled.  

Designing against arson 

Those involved in the design and construction of buildings should consider the protection of 

their buildings from arson. Properly organised physical and electronic security measures 

including perimeter fencing, secure doors and windows, and intruder alarm systems are 

essential to helping keep a potential arsonist away.  

Physical security products should be selected based upon an assessment of the risk to the 

premises and the level of protection required. LPCB has produced the certification scheme 

LPS 1175 (‘Requirements and testing procedures for the LPCB approval and listing of 

intruder resistant building components, strongpoints, security enclosures and free-standing 

barriers’) for approving security products against an industry agreed set of performance 

criteria intended to keep out intruders. Selecting third party approved products is one way of 

ensuring the delivery of the protection specified. A list of products approved to this standard 

can be found at www.redbooklive.com.  

Consideration should also be given to factors such as the probability of an arson attack and 

location in relation to fire stations e.g. premises located in rural areas where the Fire Brigade 

response times may be longer than in urban areas. 

During the design process, the provision of secure storage areas outside should be made to 

enable the management of combustible materials such as accumulated quantities of delivery 
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pallets (plastic and wooden) and waste. Guidance from Insurers’ notes that these storage 

areas should be at least 10m from the outer walls of the warehouse, plant or adjacent 

premises and at least 2m from the perimeter fence. 

Vegetation and undergrowth in the proximity of a warehouse or alongside the perimeter 

fence provide a potential source of fuel or a place of concealment for arsonists or to help 

intruders scale fences and should be maintained to reduce these possibilities. 

The construction of the external envelope of buildings can reduce their vulnerability to arson 

attack. Unauthorised entry and the risks of arson damage by burning materials thrown into 

the building may be inhibited by the use of standard laminated security glass in windows and 

external doors. It should be noted, however, that such standard security glass laminates do 

not generally provide fire resistance.  

Containment of fire to its place of origin within a building can be achieved by good design 

and construction, using the principles of compartmentation and fire resisting elements. 

Sprinklers also provide protection by suppressing and controlling a fire. 

Reducing the risks of arson 

Good security along with good housekeeping will mean there is very little chance of the 

opportunist fire setter causing damage. The removal of likely fuel, rubbish, etc, will reduce 

the possibility of an ignition occurring but even the best design will not counter the efforts of 

the really determined arsonist. There are, however, several strategies for making their efforts 

less effective.  

Building Bulletin 100: ‘Design for fire safety in schools’ identifies some of the main measures 

that can be used to assist in to reducing arson which can be applied to all buildings: 

1. Deterring unauthorised entry onto the site 
 

• The form of the boundary security should be chosen to suit the location of the 

building and the level of risk. Perimeter barriers approved to LPS 1175 are listed in 

the Red Book.   

• Access to the site should be controlled and access to roofs from surrounding 

buildings or walls prevented. Roofing systems can also be approved to LPS 1175. 

2. Prevent unauthorised entry into the buildings 



• The use of security rated façade elements such as windows and doors can provide 

an effective deterrent. When selecting such elements, it is important to ensure that 

they have been tested and rated as a complete assembly. This is because the 

alternative, involving specifying hardware such as locks that are approved to 

recognised standards, only addresses that hardwares’ performance in laboratory 

conditions. It does not confirm the suitability of that hardware for use on the actual 

item to which it is to be fitted, or the resistance to forced entry that will be achieved 

by that item when fitted with that hardware. LPS 1175 approval confirms the 

performance of the complete assembly.  

• The outside of the premises should be well lit and the use of CCTV may act as a 

deterrent but some insurers believe it may only be beneficial if constantly monitored 

enabling a rapid response by security staff.   

3. Reducing the opportunity for an offender to start a fire 

• Rubbish containers provide a readymade ignition source. They should be stored in 

locked areas and in LPS 1175 approved secure storage cages well away from the 

building’s entrances and exits. 

• Combustible materials required by the business should if at all possible, be kept in 

secure zones, rooms, stores etc within the building.  

• All storerooms and general office areas should be secured against intrusion at the 

end of the day including keeping all doors closed.   

4. Reduce the scope for potential fire damage 

• To reduce the effects of arson, the installation of a suppression system (e.g., 

sprinklers) should be considered. The products used in such systems should be 

approved, as well as their design, installation and maintenance. Approved products 

and installers for sprinkler and watermist systems are listed on 

www.redbooklive.com.   

• Automatic fire detection and alarm systems will detect a fire. The effectiveness of the 

system in reducing the potential fire damage will depend on the time taken for the 

alarm to be raised, this will be different depending on whether the building is 

occupied at the time or not, and the time lapse before fire fighting commences. 

Linking the automatic fire detection system to an alarm receiving centre should be 

considered. 
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5. Reduce the subsequent losses and disruption resulting from a fire 

• Protecting valuable assets such as equipment and documents by storing them within 

fire-resisting areas/containers.  

• Backing up computer files onto remote servers and keeping copies of key records 

separate from original files. 

6. Fire risk assessment 

• A fire risk assessment is the foundation for all fire safety measures for buildings in 

use. The fire risk assessment helps ensure that fire safety procedures and fire 

prevention measures (amongst other things) are all in place and working properly. 

Especially in larger premises, fire risk assessments can be complicated as fire 

hazards are likely to be more varied and complicated. Independent reputable 

organisations such as BRE Global can provide advice and training to help: 

• Train the responsible person to carry out fire risk assessments.  

• Deliver fire risk assessor courses to staff.  

• Train consultants to become fire risk assessors. 

LPCB’s certification of fire and security products is recognised worldwide and security 

products that have been certified by LPCB are specified throughout many sectors of industry 

including Utilities, Retail and Banking. All LPCB approved products and standards are listed 

in The Red Book and online at: www.RedBookLive.com. 

Notes for Editors  

BRE Global Limited (incorporating LPCB & BREEAM) is an independent third party 

approvals body offering certification of fire, security and sustainability products and services 

to an international market.  

 

BRE Global Limited is custodian of the brands: 

- LPCB for the approval of fire and security products and services, listed in the Red 

Book 

- BREEAM the world's leading environmental assessment method for buildings, 

sets the standard for best practice in sustainable design and has become the  

       de-facto measure of a building's environmental performance. 
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BRE Global’s mission is to ‘Protect People, Property and the Planet’ and is part of the BRE 

Group under the BRE Trust, the registered research and education charity. For further 

information please contact: BRE Global, Garston, Watford, WD25 9XX, Tel: 01923 664100, 

Fax: 01923 664910, Email: enquiries@breglobal.com or visit www.breglobal.com  

 

Please contact BRE Global  (E: enquiries@breglobal.co.uk T: + 44 (0)1923 664100) if 
you are reading this press release past the issue date, for an update on specific 
product or service content.    
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