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Metal Halide Lighting 
 
Understanding the Risk 
High Intensity Discharge lighting (HID) is commonly 
encountered internally in commercial and industrial 
facilities and externally for yard, street and security 
applications. HID lighting is both efficient in respect of 
intensity and cost effective in respect of lamp longevity 
of up to 25,000 hours use. The lighting units incorporate 
ballast and the bulb produces an arc between 2 
electrodes which vapourises the metallic content within 
the tube. 

HID lamps fall into 3 categories: 

• Mercury vapour 
• High pressure sodium 
• Metal halide 

On operation, the lamps create both high internal 
pressure and temperature.  In the case of metal halide 
lamps, this can be up to 6 bar and over 1,000°Celsius.  
At the end of their life most lamps will burn out 
harmlessly. However, due to the high internal 
temperatures and pressures, catastrophic failure has 
been known to occur at the end of their natural life or if 
damaged. This is most noticeable in the case of metal 
halide lamps as they operate at the highest 
temperatures and pressures as noted above. 

If a metal halide lamp fails in a catastrophic manner, the 
hot quartz arc tube particles dropping from the fitting can 
ignite combustible materials below and cause a serious 
fire.  This is applicable for both internally located units 
and those used beneath external canopies or loading 
bays etc. 

For this reason, whilst all electrical installations are 
subject to local legislative requirements, it is important 
that the risk concerning metal halide HID lighting is fully 
understood and adequate precautions undertaken to 
minimise the risk of fire starting. 

Different types of lamps are manufactured for use within 
different types of light fittings as follows:  

• O - Type 
Shrouded tube or double containment feature designed 
for use in open fixtures. 

• E – Type 
For use within light fittings that are designed with integral 
containment barriers.  

• S – Type 
Non-shrouded lamp for use within enclosed or 
unenclosed fittings.

Controlling the Hazard 
In view of the potential for metal halide HID lighting to be 
a fire inception hazard on catastrophic failure, the 
following precautions should be taken to reduce this risk 
as far as possible. These precautions are specific to 
metal halide HID lighting and are in addition to any local 
legislative requirements and maintenance regimes 
necessary for fixed or portable electrical installations. 

• Light fittings and lamps should be used in accordance 
with the operating instructions supplied by the 
manufacturer 

• Do not use any lamp that has been damaged or 
scratched.  Physical damage may cause the lamp to 
rupture unexpectedly. 

• Avoid water contact with the lamps as this can result 
in rupture due to thermal shock. 

• Where possible, arrange stock layout such that the 
position of lamps is within aisles to minimise the risk 
of hot particles falling onto combustible items in the 
event of an uncontained failure. 

• Do not use lamps in close proximity to combustible 
items that can cause a fire hazard. 

• The lamp type and rating should be appropriate for 
the fixing and meet the manufacturers' specification. 

• Only replace lamps with the correct type for the fitting 
and ensure all containment devices are in good order 
and replaced correctly. 

• Do not modify existing fittings or retrofit non-approved 
containment barriers without manufacturers' input and 
approval otherwise correct heat dissipation may be 
compromised causing lamp rupture. 

• Where metal halide lamps are in continuous 
operation, they should be turned off once per week for 
15 minutes. Any defective lamps liable to fail should 
be picked up by this controlled procedure.  

• As failure rate increases with age, it is recommended 
that non ‘O’ type metal halide lamps or those installed 
in uncontained light fittings are group replaced at 70% 
of their rated life with ‘O’ type lamps. Although ‘O’ 
type lamps are designed to contain hot fragments on 
catastrophic failure, there is still a risk and routine 
replacement at 100% of rated hours should be 
undertaken. 

• Lamps should be inspected on a regular basis and 
any that are dim, flickering or not producing light 
should be replaced immediately. 

• For new installations the use of light fittings with 
integral containment barriers (i.e. borosilicate glass) 
fitted with the appropriate lamp type is preferred. 

• Lights should only be changed by qualified 
electricians. 

 
For further information, contact your local 
AIG risk engineer 
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American International Group, Inc. (AIG) is a leading global insurance organisation. Founded in 
1919, today AIG member companies provide a wide range of property casualty insurance, life 
insurance, retirement products, and other financial services to customers in more than 80 
countries and jurisdictions. These diverse offerings include products and services that help 
businesses and individuals protect their assets, manage risks and provide for retirement 
security. AIG common stock is listed on the New York Stock Exchange and the Tokyo Stock 
Exchange. 
 
Additional information about AIG can be found at www.aig.com and 
www.aig.com/strategyupdate | YouTube: www.youtube.com/aig | Twitter: @AIGinsurance | 
LinkedIn: http://www.linkedin.com/company/aig.  
AIG is the marketing name for the worldwide property-casualty, life and retirement, and general 
insurance operations of American International Group, Inc. For additional information, please 
visit our website at www.aig.com. All products and services are written or provided by 
subsidiaries or affiliates of American International Group, Inc. Products or services may not be 
available in all countries, and coverage is subject to actual policy language. Non-insurance 
products and services may be provided by independent third parties.  
 
American International Group UK Limited is registered in England: company number 10737370. 
Registered address: The AIG Building, 58 Fenchurch Street, London EC3M 4AB. American 
International Group UK Limited is authorised by the Prudential Regulation Authority and 
regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority and Prudential Regulation Authority (FRN number 
781109). This information can be checked by visiting the FS Register (www.fca.org.uk/register). 

 

 

 

 


