
32 | October 2013 | www.fire–magazine.com 

Ithought that the 1988 furniture fire safety 
regulations were ground breaking and world 
leading in ensuring that the furniture in our 

homes was safer from fire. I knew that Ireland 
copied our regulations but I assumed that others 
followed our lead and that fire resistant furniture 
was produced all over the world. It seems not. 

In the UK, the fire sector is very familiar with 
the Furniture and Furnishings (Fire) (Safety) 
Regulations 1988 which apply to furnishings 
in the home. These regulations were designed 
to protect against a number of specific fire 
risks associated with furniture and furnishings. 
This means resisting ignition by cigarettes and 
matches as well as providing fire-resistant fillings 
and overall restricting the rate of fire growth. 

The UK regulations were evaluated in 2009 
and the results showed that the number of 
dwelling fires where the item first ignited was 
furniture or furnishings fell over 50 per cent 
between 1986 and 2006. And whilst we all 
know that not just one intervention can be 
attributed to reductions in fires, the regulations 
have played a big part in the declining numbers 
of fires, injuries and fire deaths. 

US Trailing Behind
I have had a look at what the US has done in 
this field and it is a different story. Much of 
the literature around flammability of furniture 
revolves around the debate about flame retardant 
chemistry and its impact on the environment, 
rather than fire safety and the value of this 
intervention to reduce fires, injuries and deaths.

Remembering that the population of the US is 
over 300 million and that fire deaths nationally 
are around 2,500 per year, 19 per cent are 
caused by fires where upholstered furniture was 
the first item ignited. On average, according to 
the NFPA, one in every 14 reported upholstered 
furniture fires resulted in death. And yet fires 
beginning with upholstered furniture account 
for just two per cent of reported home fires. 

There is a vast amount of technical literature 
about the tests that should be performed on 
furniture to determine the extent to which it 
is fire resistant. But at its simplest, the key is 
the distinction between a smouldering test 
and an open flame test and what technologies 
manufacturers use to meet and pass these tests. 

Smouldering fires caused by cigarettes 
develop more slowly than open flame fires on 

furniture. Therefore the barrier between the 
heat source and the furniture can be achieved 
through natural barriers and less through the 
use of flame retardants. The UK government is 
planning to remove most cover fabrics from the 
cigarette test element of the regulations because 
evidence shows they have never failed it. 

A fire that results from an open flame, 
say from a candle, generates greater heat 
intensity and therefore it is logical that it 
requires something more extreme to repel it. 
Manufacturers have tended to meet the open 
flame requirement predominantly through using 
polyurethane foam, linings and fabric covers 
treated with, to varying extents, different flame 
retardant chemicals. It is these flame retardants 
that are in dispute in terms of their health and 
environmental impacts. 

In the US, there is no federal flammability 
standard for domestic upholstered furniture. 
The Flammable Fabrics Act (FFA) from 1953 
regulates the manufacture of highly flammable 
clothing, interior furnishings as well as paper, 
plastic, foam and other materials used in 
wearing apparel and interior furnishings. The 
Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) 
is responsible for administering the FFA and 
can create regulations to implement the law, 
so it could develop a regulation for upholstered 
furniture under this Act.

Open Flame Standard Debate
California is the only US state with a domestic 
upholstered furniture flammability standard, 
which first appeared in 1975 (known as TB 117). 
This mandatory performance standard requires 
that the concealed filling materials and cover 
fabric of upholstered furniture undergo individual 
component testing to ensure that they pass open 
flame and cigarette smoulder tests.

Neither the environmental lobby nor the 
furniture manufacturer groups want the open 
flame standard. The former because ‘all our 
experience with open flame standards – and 
that’s the UK standard and the California 
standard – has been that they have led to 
very high levels of harmful chemicals in dust, 
environment and humans’ (Arlene Blum 
from the Green Science Policy Institute). The 
latter because ‘current open flame standards 
for upholstered furniture limit fabric choice, 
negatively impact comfort and styling, have 
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a significant cost impact, and in most cases, 
require the use of flame retardant chemistry’ 
(American Home Furnishings  
Alliance and partners)1. 

On the other side, the fire sector and the 
chemicals industry do want the open flame 
standard. These are strange bedfellows. One 
wants the flame retardants because they want to 
reduce the time it takes for furniture to ignite and 
emit toxic fumes, increasing the time to escape 
from the fire. The other is likely to agree, but also 
benefits from the commercial advantage that 
comes with sales of flame retardants.

The debate has taken on a new lease of life 
in recent years with a sequence of events that 
begins with a major investigation by the Chicago 
Tribune called Playing with Fire, published in May 
2012. This extensive investigation led by three 
Tribune journalists (who later went on to be 
shortlisted for a Pulitzer Prize) looked at chemical 
companies, tobacco industry and toxic products 
in the home2.

One month later, the Governor of California, 
Jerry Brown, directed State agencies to review 
TB 117. The review process in California looked 
to remove the incentive to use flame retardants 
in furniture to meet fire safety standards. Much 
of the press at the time speculated that this 
change was brought about because of the work 
of the Tribune. 

1  Both giving evidence to the CPSC’s call for comments on the Notice 
of Proposed Rulemaking.
2  Chicago Tribune Watchdog: Playing With Fire. http://media.apps.
chicagotribune.com/flames/index.html

As the California consultation period drew 
to a close in March 2013, the CPSC re-opened 
the federal debate on furniture flammability. 
It had published a Notice of Proposed 
Rulemaking, the way in which the US makes 
regulations and consults on them, in 2008. 
The CPSC said they would hold a meeting 
with all interested parties in April and invite 
comments on a federal standard.

The California regulator published TB 117-
2013, which proposed replacing the open 
flame test with a new smoulder test and 
the reason for this was that fires ignited by 
smoking materials are the leading ignition 
source of fires. At the same time, California 
regulators announced that they had also 
commenced a two-year study on barrier 
methods for small open flame fires, pushing 
this part of the debate into the long grass. 

Not everyone agrees with California’s 
proposal. At the March 2013 public hearing, 
the NFPA representative urged “a fully 
comprehensive fire test which would address 
the full spectrum of major fire scenarios” which 
could be met “with fire barrier systems rather 
than flame retardants”. Which means including 
open flame tests and having a go at using some 
greener solutions, and that all takes time. 

The flame retardant industry argued for further 
work by the CPSC and helpfully the CPSC staffer 
at the public hearing said that whilst their “goal 
is to develop a national standard to reduce 
fire-related deaths and injuries associated with 
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residential upholstered furniture” they still had lots 
of work to do, so it is unlikely they will announce 
anything at a federal level for some time. 

The California regulators are going to have 
to make sense of all this and come up with 
acceptable new regulations. Holding a second 
round of public consultation on a revised TB 
117-2013 in the middle of August, the regulator 
gave everyone another 15 days in the middle of 
summer to comment. This is not ideal timing, 
but with a commitment to adopting a new 
standard on January 1, 2014, with a mandatory 
compliance date of January 1, 2015, the 
regulators have a tight timetable to meet.

The federal regulation making process 
continues in parallel. By July 1, the CPSC had 
received 50 public submissions via regulations.
gov, with around half from an organised letter 
writing campaign led by Janette Neves Rivera. 
Janette is a San Francisco firefighter suffering 
from breast cancer who believes that the toxic 
fumes she encounters in her day job result partly 
from flame retardants. She provides the human 
story that got thousands of Americans to sign 
a petition sent to the CPSC urging them to use 
proposed TB 117-2013. 

If the 50 responses to the CPSC consultation 
are any indication of which way they will go, 
then it will be the smoulder standard route, 
because that is where the groundswell of vocal 
opinion is now. The National Association of State 
Fire Marshals and the NFPA are lonely voices in 
this debate; the wider US fire sector could do 
with being more engaged if they want to be 
heard and influence regulations in the future.
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Raising The Debate
It is a real challenge to develop the debate 
here in the US to be less black and white but 
more nuanced, to show that it is not just about 
one test versus another test. To my mind, 
it is about developing a test that will reflect 
the reality of how people live, the reality of 
fire risk in the home and a recognition that 
technologies develop and move on. It is not 
one size fits all anymore, but the lobby groups 
are so entrenched in their own positions and 
arguments they just do not seem to want to 
hear something different. 

Meanwhile in the UK, the government 
recently announced in its current review of the 
regulations that it is seeking to find a balance 
between fire safety and the possible ill effects 
of flame retardants. It has developed a new 
match test which will maintain fire protection 
levels while also providing the means for 
industry to reduce the amounts of flame 
retardant chemicals by up to 50 per cent.  
It is also working with industry to develop 
greener flame retardant chemicals. This is 
good news and should draw some of the sting 
from the environmental lobby’s criticism of 
the UK’s approach.

The impact on long term fire statistics of 
focusing on the smoulder test and reducing the 
need for flame retardants or moving to greener 
solutions is uncertain. The only hope is that the 
continued combination of fire safety interventions 
will be enough to keep the numbers down and 
that this change won’t compromise the safety of 
people in their own homes.
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