
A brief history of Fire Safety legislation 

Great Fire of London: 2/9/1666- Wooden construction and close 
proximity of the buildings had helped the spread of fire.  

• Proclamation by King Charles II- all buildings to be built of 
stone and roads widened.  

London Cooking Fire Bylaw 1705: Specifically prohibited open 
fires in the attics of thatched buildings. 

The Fires Prevention (Metropolis) Act 1774: placed buildings into 
seven classes- thicknesses of the external and party walls 
stipulated for each of the classes.  

• Maximum floor area for stores and warehouses.  

• First legislation that dealt with human life and escape.  

• London boroughs were to appoint Surveyors and "every parish 
should provide three or more proper ladders of one, two and 
three storeys high, for assisting persons in houses on fire to 
escape therefrom". 



Factories Act 1937:  Factories Act 1901, was extended to cover 
means of escape in case of fire.  

• Factory owners required to have a 'plan of escape' in case of 
fire. 

• First rudimentary fire certificates. 

Fire Services Act 1947:  Before 1947, issues of fire safety were in 
the hands of the local authority. 

• Gave the Fire Brigade its first responsibilities for fire safety- must 
give advice and assistance on matters of fire prevention. 

• No powers in terms of inspection or enforcement.  

Factories Act 1961: fire at the Eastwood Mills, Keighley, Yorkshire 
in February 1956- 8 people died- Act amended.  

• Further amendment 1959- Fire Brigades given powers to 
inspect factories for fire safety. fire certificates were also 
updated to include provision for fighting fire and structural fire 
separation.  

 



Licensing Act 1961: 1 May 1961, a fire occurred at the Top Storey 
Club in Bolton, nineteen people died.  

• Fourteen died in the building and five were killed attempting 
to jump out of windows into the canal alongside the building.  

• The Licensing Act was almost immediately amended to 
update the requirements for safety in case of fire.  

Offices, Shops and Railway Premises Act 1963: June 1960, a fire at 
William Henderson & Sons department store, Liverpool.  

• Ten people were trapped in the fourth floor, one man fell to his 
death whilst assisting others to safety from a window ledge. 

Fire Precautions Act 1971: On Boxing Day 1969, a fire at the Rose 
and Crown Hotel, Saffron Walden. 

• Eleven people died, seventeen were rescued.   

• Prompted the Government to look at the whole structure of 
fire safety legislation and in 1971, the Fire Precautions Act was 
passed into law.  



 

• Hotels and boarding houses were the first class of premises to 

be designated. 

• Sleeping accommodation for more than 6 persons (staff or 

guests) or sleeping accommodation above the first floor 

required a fire certificate issued by the local fire authority. 

• New powers to Fire Brigades. Allowed premises to be shut 

down if they were dangerous and there was a serious risk of 
imminent danger from fire for persons in the premises 

(Prohibition Notice).  

• FPA 1971 continuously amended to include further types of 

premises- Fire Precautions (Sub Surface Railway Stations) 1989- 

fire at the Kings Cross Underground Station on November 18, 
1987, loss of 31 lives.  

 

 



Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005 

• Replaced some 80 Acts of Parliament or parts of Acts which 
specified fire safety legislation (applies to England and Wales 
only). 

• Applies to all buildings, except for private dwellings but apply 
to communal areas/escape routes of HMOs. 

• Health Safety Executive enforce the FSO on construction sites. 

• Brought in the concept of risk assessment rather than 
prescriptive codes. 

• Emphasis on the “responsible person” to undertake general 
fire precautions. 

 

Typically the “responsible person” is: 
The employer, 

Person in control of the premises 

or 

The owner. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


