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Risk Control

WFH Series: Office Chairs

and Fire Safety

Introduction

As we know, March 2020 was a very significant time in
history as the UK was placed into lockdown due to the
growing number of COVID-19 cases. This resulted in all but
essential businesses and services closing with immediate
effect. Members of the public were told to stay at home and
only leave to shop for essentials or go out in exceptional
circumstances, including for one form of daily exercise.

Since that time, each nation within the UK has experienced
a variation of lockdown constraints in line with increasing
and decreasing numbers of infections.

Throughout the timeline of lockdown, government advice
provided to workers has been clear and consistent: anyone
who can work from home should do so? 3 4.

The effect of the advice to work from home was significant.
By April 2020, 46.6% of people in employment did some
work at home, with 86% doing so as a result of the
coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic®.

For many office workers, the consequences of lockdown
and the associated government advice resulted in a
temporary relocation of their work-based activities from the
office to their home environments.

For those office workers fortunate enough to maintain an
established office facility within their home, the transition
from office to home may have been a fairly efficient one. For
other workers without such an established facility, it is
possible that adaptation to their newfound circumstances
may have been a little more challenging.

Whilst at the time of the initial lockdown our TV screens
were not necessarily filled with images of offices workers
making their way home clutching armfuls of computers,
screens, chairs and other essential pieces of office
equipment, it is likely that some workers did require items of
office equipment to be relocated to their homes in order to
continue working.

As restrictions are lifted as we move through each of the
phases in the roadmaps issued by the various governments
within the UK® 78, it may be that organisations are starting
to contemplate a return of workers to their office
environments. In these circumstances, this guidance note
will maintain little relevance.

However, for those organisation in which staff will continue
to work from home, even on a part-time basis, resulting in
their office chairs remaining in the home, then the following
information may be of interest.

This document is part of the Working from Home Series (WFH)
WFH Series: Office Chairs and Fire Safety

Office Chairs — Fire Safety

Fire safety standards differ between chairs manufactured for
office environments and those intended for domestic
settings.

Upholstered furniture intended for domestic settings should
only contain filling materials that are specified within the
Furniture and Furnishings (Fire) (Safety) Regulations 1988°
FFFSR 1988). Furthermore, permanent covers should
comply with the provisions of the Furniture and Furnishings
(Fire) (Safety) Amendment Regulations 1989 and 2010"".

Among other things, domestic chairs must meet specified
ignition requirements in respect of filling materials, must be
cigarette resistant, and display a permanent label depicting
compliance with within FFFSR 1988.

If the chairs meet the requirements of FFFSR 1988, they are
likely to be acceptable in all premises.

However, within England and Wales, furniture (including
chairs) manufactured for non-domestic environments fall
within the jurisdiction of the Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety)
Order 20052, which requires employers to conduct fire risk
assessments and remove or reduce the risk from fire as far
as is reasonably possible and provide general fire
precautions to deal with any possible risk left.

In Scotland the duty to carry out a Fire Risk Assessment is
imposed on every employer by the Fire (Scotland) Act
2005". The Act requires that the risk assessment identifies
any risks to the safety of employees in respect of harm
caused by fire in the workplace.

The levels of ignition resistance required would be
determined after completion of the fire risk assessment with
specific consideration given to the risk level of the
environment in which the furniture is to be located. For
example, office environments are considered to be lower
risk environments in general terms than environments, such
as hotels or hostels, where sleeping may be expected.

Non-domestic furniture is required to meet British Standard
7176:2007 (BS 7176) Specification for resistance to ignition
of upholstered furniture for non-domestic seating by testing
composites'™ (currently under review), however, the
standard describes four different hazard levels for non-
domestic furniture and describes differing tests for
evaluating furniture materials intended for 'low hazard',
'medium hazard', 'high hazard' and 'very high hazard'
environments.

While there is no mandatory requirement placed upon
manufacturers to label products under BS 7176, it is prudent
to do so in order to ensure the furniture is not moved to a
higher risk category environment for which it was not
designed.
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Summary

Clearly, the regulations which relate to furnishings differ
between non-domestic and domestic premises. The
consequences of this may be that office chairs may not be
as fire resistant as chairs designed for use in the home.

Employers considering the provision of chairs for employees
working at home must ensure that the chairs meet the
Furniture and Furnishing (Fire Safety) Regulations 1988 (as
amended in 1998 and 2010).

If there is doubt over the level of fire resistance of office
chairs that have already been relocated into employees’
homes, then there is no need to panic as those chairs are
likely to have been manufactured to the relevant British
Standard and so will offer some level of fire protection.

In these circumstances, it would be worthwhile to set
minimum safety standards for any effected employees to
adhere to while a programme of replacement is developed
and implemented. Minimum safety standards to be
considered include:

Keeping the chair away from naked flames such as candles
or matches

Avoiding smoking in or around the chair

Keeping the area around the desk clear

Making sure cables are not frayed or damaged

Turning laptops and monitors off when not in use

Ensuring smoke alarms are located on each level of the
home and are tested weekly

At night, turning off lights and electrical items, closing doors
to prevent the spread of fire and maintaining an escape plan
in the event of fire breaking out.
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Further information

For access to further RMP Resources you may find helpful
in reducing your organisation’s cost of risk, please access
the RMP Resources or RMP Atrticles pages on our website.
To join the debate follow us on our LinkedIn page.

Get in touch

For more information, please contact your broker, RMP risk
control consultant or account director.

contact@rmpartners.co.uk

Risk Management Partners

The Walbrook Building
25 Walbrook
London EC4N 8AW

020 7204 1800
rmpartners.co.uk

This note is not intended to give legal or financial advice, and, accordingly, it
should not be relied upon for such. It should not be regarded as a
comprehensive statement of the law and/or market practice in this area. In
preparing this note we have relied on information sourced from third parties
and we make no claims as to the completeness or accuracy of the information
contained herein. It reflects our understanding as at 21 April 2020, but you will
recognise that matters concerning COVID-19 are fast changing across the
world. You should not act upon information in this bulletin nor determine not to
act, without first seeking specific legal and/or specialist advice. No third party
to whom this is passed can rely on it. We and our officers, employees or
agents shall not be responsible for any loss whatsoever arising from the
recipient’s reliance upon any information we provide herein and exclude
liability for the content to fullest extent permitted by law. Should you require
advice about your specific insurance arrangements or specific claim
circumstances, please get in touch with your usual RMP Risk Control
consultant or account director.

Risk Management Partners Limited is authorised and regulated by the
Financial Conduct Authority. Registered office: The Walbrook Building,
25 Walbrook, London EC4N 8AW. Registered in England and Wales.
Company no. 2989025.
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