Inspection, Testing, & Maintenance

You may want to pass this article on to building owners and managers.

How to Maintain a
Water-Based Fire Protection System

By Michael Swahn P.E., MBA, President, Sebench Engineering

facility. When functioning properly, it can save lives,
reduce damage to property, limit the interruption of
business. and lower insurance costs. A fire protection system
that is not properly maintained is a fire protection system with
reduced overall effectiveness. and it may even be useless.
Seventy-seven percent of sprinkler system failures are due
to the systems being shut off or not maintained. These figures
should not raise doubts about the reliability of sprinklers:
sprinklers have been found to be effective in fighting 96% of
fires.*

* (Fire Journal, July 1970. “An *
analysis of Automatic Sprinkler Sys-
tem Reliability Using Current Data,”
by John R. Hall Jr. PhD.. NFPA.
February 2, 2006.)

F ire protection equipment is a major investment for any

Standards and Guide-
lines — NFPA 25

The National Fire Protec-
tion Agency (NFPA) provides
guidelines and standards re-
garding inspection, testing,

“The law requires that any
change, even one as simple as
adding another row of storage

racks or rearranging office space,

requires a qualified contractor...”

Developing a Fire Protection

Maintenance Program

When first developing a maintenance program for fire protec-
tion equipment, the following should be considered:

1. The applicable NFPA standards — NFPA 25 in most
cases.

2. Guidelines specific to the facility.

3. The capabilities of employees. Qualified contractors should
be hired when needed.

All staff involved should work together to develop a program
that works for your company
and type of business. Bring-
ing in a loss control and fire
protection consultant may also
help identify opportunities to
lower your risk exposure.

Maintenance — When,
How, and by Whom

’ NFPA 235 specifies a range
4 of inspection and maintenance

and maintenance of wet-pipe

sprinkler systems, dry-pipe sprinkler systems, fire pumps, and
water storage tanks. The NFPA understands the importance of
maintaining fire protection systems — it dedicated an entire
standard solely to this issue — Standard for the Inspection. Test-
ing, and Maintenance of Water-Based Fire Protection Systems
(NFPA 25). Unfortunately, like most fire codes. it was written
by engineers for engineers, making it difficult to be read and
understood by everyone.

NFPA 25 is part of the 2003 and 2006 International Building
Code, and has been adopted into law in 46 states. Only Hawaii,
Massachusetts, Mississippi. and Missouri have not yet adopted
NFPA 25. The law requires that any change, even one as simple
as adding another row of storage racks or rearranging office
space, requires a qualified contractor, consultant. or engineer
to evaluate the adequacy of the sprinkler system.

You should always contact local and state building com-
missions for verification of what standards are adopted by a
particular municipality or county, and use a reputable loss
control engineer to ensure optimal protection.

16 FPC/Fire Protection Contractor

activities that require various
levels of expertise. Facility
management is ultimately responsible for ensuring that all
fire protection equipment is being properly maintained. The
experience level of the employees at a facility will dictate what
activities can be done “in house™ and what activities must be
left to a qualified contractor.

See table of when. how. and by whom specific activities
should be tested.

Fire Pumps

There are two types of fire pumps — horizontal and vertical.
Most often, a pump is powered by a diesel engine. The water
used in a water-based fire protection system is stored in a stor-
age tank. These components have to be properly maintained
on a regular basis to ensure optimal fire protection.

Horizontal Fire Pump

Before a horizontal fire pump is operated. the following
should be verified:

1. Check the drip pockets under the packing glands for proper
drainage.
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