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Every year, more than a thousand people across Europe are killed or badly injured by fires in 

their homes because their furniture is not safe. 

A cigarette left smoldering, a candle toppling over, or an electrical spark from a faulty plug can 

all start a fire – especially if they come into contact with something flammable. 

And some of the most flammable objects in your home are your sofas, your chairs and your 

bed. 

Across Europe, there is a huge discrepancy in fire safety standards for upholstered furniture. In 

the UK and Ireland, for example, the safety standards are high. But in other EU member states 

standards are much lower.  

That difference in fire safety standards is – quite literally – the difference between life and 

death.  

Conservative estimates suggest that a harmonised fire safety standard for furniture across 

Europe could save between 1,000 and 1,500 lives and between 10,000 and 15,000 injuries every 

year. 

That’s why we’re calling on European Union decision-makers, the officials and politicians, to 

put a harmonised fire safety standard in place. We all deserve to be as safe as the British and 

the Irish. 

Are you sitting comfortably? We certainly want you to be. 

 

Yours Sincerely, 

 

Robert A. Graham MBE MIFireE 
Assistant Chief Fire Officer 
Greater Manchester Fire Service 1981-1993 
Executive Director ACFSE 
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 Executive Summary  

 There is a large and reputable resource of international scientific publications concerning 

furniture and fire. The consensus among scientists and fire-fighters is that upholstered 

furniture represents a high fire risk in buildings. It is easily ignitable by small ignition sources 

and when burning produces large amounts of heat, smoke and toxic gases.   

 

 The hazard of upholstered furniture fires is the rapid fire growth which often does not give 

adequate time for the occupants to respond to warning devices or to implement any survival 

lessons they might have been taught.  

 

 The causes of accidental fires in the home are many and varied and can result from defects 

from electrical equipment, someone’s acts or omissions or child-play.  

 

 Because of this the solution cannot simply lie in prevention although there is considerable 

merit in educating the public to prevent accidental fires, to protect their home in the event of 

outbreaks and to know what to do to ensure the safety of their family in the event of fire. 

 

 The scientific consensus is that the solution is to slow down the rate of fire growth in 

upholstered furniture, the largest single fire load in most homes and capable of creating 

untenable conditions before occupants have time to escape.  

 

 This can be done by preventing the use of highly flammable materials, specifically 

polyurethane foam, unless it is satisfactorily modified to reduce susceptibility to ignition from 

small sources and to retard the rate of fire growth. 

 

 In 1988 the UK and Ireland implemented consumer safety regulations to prevent the sale of 
domestic upholstered furniture manufactured using highly flammable materials. The UK 
regulations have resulted in domestic fire deaths and injuries being more than halved in the 
last twenty years. 

 

 The European Commission appeared to have abdicated its sole and exclusive right and duty 

to propose or initiate EC legislation for almost 20 years, despite acknowledging the urgent 

need to protect consumers, making promises to do so and funding all the necessary research. 

 

 That inertia has hopefully come to an end with the current Commission who is actively 

pursuing the issue and looking for acceptable solutions.  
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The Problem with Furniture Fires  

The hazard of upholstered furniture fires is the rapid fire growth which often does not give 
adequate time for the occupants to respond to warning devices or to implement any survival 
lessons they might have been taught.  

Studies of full scale fire behaviour of furniture have shown that the heat released from a single 
chair may exceed 1 MW. This means that ignition of an upholstered chair is sufficient to cause 
flashover i.e. heating all the room contents sufficiently to emit flammable vapours which then 
instantaneously ignite.  

This situation is often reached within 2-3 minutes, leaving any occupants of the home very little 
time to gather their thoughts and make their escape. As a result they become trapped by a 
rapidly growing fire that will have peaked in intensity before the arrival of the fire-fighters, often 
with fatal consequences. 

The causes of accidental fires in the home are many and varied and can result from defects 
from electrical equipment, someone’s acts or omissions or child-play.  

Upholstered furniture fires have not always been an exceptional fire hazard but have become 
so due to the change in methods of manufacture and the new materials that are used.  
 
Increasingly, flexible polyurethane foam has been the cushioning material of choice for 
upholstered furniture since its first use over 50 years ago. It has completely replaced traditional 
materials and latex foam in practically all upholstered furniture.  
 
To a lesser extent synthetic covering materials have also changed the burning characteristics of 
upholstered furniture. 
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Current Domestic Furniture Requirements in Member States 

Research and studies carried out in the EU confirm that most furniture tested will resist ignition 
by a burning cigarette. The forthcoming EU standard on reduced ignition propensity (RIP) 
cigarettes will further protect against this risk. 

 

Country Requirements EU Standard 

UK/Ireland 
Cigarette, Match, Crib 5 + ban on 
unmodified polyurethane foam and 
flammable fillings 

 

France Cigarette resistance for mattresses only EN1021 part 1 

Finland Cigarette resistance of the seat of furniture EN1021 part 1 

Norway 
Cigarette resistance of the seat and for 
mattresses 

EN1021 part 1 
& EN597 

Sweden 
No regulations – recommended cigarette 
resistance of the seat 

EN1021 part 1 

Other EU 
Member 
States 

No regulations or recommendations 
 

 

 
The Solutions 

The solution cannot simply lie in prevention although there is considerable merit in educating 
the public to prevent accidental fires, to protect their home in the event of outbreaks and to 
know what to do to ensure the safety of their family in the event of fire. 

The scientific consensus is that the solution is to slow down the rate of fire growth in 
upholstered furniture which in most homes is the largest single fire load and the one capable of 
creating untenable conditions before occupants have time to escape.  

This can be done by preventing the use of highly flammable materials, specifically polyurethane 
foam, unless it is satisfactorily modified to reduce susceptibility to ignition from small sources 
and to retard the rate of fire growth. 

In the UK and Ireland standard polyurethane foam was banned from use in upholstered 
furniture in 1988. In response the industry produced a modified variety which has retained every 
quality desired in furniture but if ignited e.g. from a large ignition source, burns at a slow rate 
enabling fires to be dealt with by the occupants or for safe escape to be made. 

This foam is produced by all the leading manufacturers within the EU and used in furniture 
destined for export to the UK and/or Ireland.  

The UK regulations are currently under review and Furniture Industry associations have urged 
that there should be no relaxation in current safety standards. The Government has indicated 
that they have no intention of reducing the level of protection provided to consumers by the 
regulations. 
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At EU level, the recent European Commission Decision 2010/376/EU on cot mattresses and 
sleep products for children imposes fire safety requirements: 

“Fire and thermal properties  

Cot mattresses shall not constitute a dangerous flammable object in the child’s environment. 
Therefore they must be composed of materials which fulfil at least one of the following 
conditions:  

o they do not burn if directly exposed to a flame or spark, 

o if they do ignite, they shall burn slowly with a low rate of spread of the flame, 

o In addition, combustible materials shall not release toxic fumes during combustion.  

o The use of chemical flame retardant substances should be kept to the minimum. If 
chemical flame retardant substances are used, their toxicity during use and end-of-life 
disposal should not endanger the health of the users, carers and the environment.”  

 
It is expected that the European Commission will mandate CEN to produce standards for the 
above requirements. This is a step towards a solution that ensures that upholstered furniture 
sold in the EU is safe.  

The Benefits of Fire Safety Standards 

Material standards which require the effective elimination or moderation of accidental fires, are 
the most positive and socially responsible strategy that can be taken to reduce deaths and 
injuries.  

The role of smoke alarms, fire safety education and fire service intervention are vital supportive 
components of this strategy, but would be insufficient to secure public safety in the absence of 
material standards. 
 
A common safety standard under the General Product Safety Directive would remove any 
perceived barriers to trade and combined with health and environmental safeguards would 
provide a level of consumer protection that is practical and reasonable.  
 
If this were achieved, then a conservative estimate suggests that 850 fewer people would die in 
Europe (EU 25 States) each year as a result of residential fires and over €3.6bn/year of cost 
would be avoided. 
 

www.acfse.org  

www.rusc.eu  

 

  

http://www.acfse.org/
http://www.rusc.eu/
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Annex 

Background Information 

In 1990 the EC issued a mandate to CEN to produce standards for testing the fire resistance of 
upholstered furniture. This was partially completed, with the publication and adoption of EN1021 Pt 1&2, 
setting out the procedure to assess the fire resistance of upholstered furniture to cigarette and match 
ignition. A draft Directive was also prepared by the Commission in 1990. 

 
The first essential requirement of the draft directive was ignition resistance; for this reason CEN was 
mandated to produce EN 1021 1& 2 above.The second essential requirement was aimed at controlling 
the behaviour of furniture post ignition.  

 
The Commissions justification for the second essential requirement was “Control of the level of ignition 
resistance is necessary, but is not sufficient in itself to ensure the safety of persons”. 

 
However the Commission withdrew the Directive in late 1991 stating that more technical and scientific 
work needed to be done on post ignition fire behaviour. 

 
Commissioner Bangemann commented ”This is a matter of the highest importance and urgency both to 
eliminate obstacles to trade and to protect public health and safety. I am urging acceleration of that 
research.”  
 
The research he was referring to was the CBUF (Combustion Behaviour of Upholstered Furniture) study 
which involved the participation of 14 fire laboratories in the EU at a cost of 2.5 million Euros. 
 
In 1992 the Secretary General of the UEA (European Furniture Manufacturers Federation) Bart de Turck 
stated “The UK legislation has shown itself not to be a barrier and the furniture industry considers that 
there is no further reason for a Directive under Article 100A.” He proposed a voluntary standard of 
cigarette resistance only, the EUFAC scheme.  
 
In 1995 the CBUF study initiated by the European Commission reported that: 

 

 Fire statistics show that the majority of European casualties are due to fires in upholstered 
furniture. 
 

 That cigarette resistance was met by all tested samples, even those sourced on EU Member 
State markets where there was no requirement for this standard. 

 

 The principle ignition source which upholstered furniture needs to be protected against is the 
flaming ignition source e.g. match or lighter. 

 

 The fire performance, rate of heat release post ignition, of upholstered furniture could be 
improved by material selection and the design. 

 
Following publication of the CBUF report BEUC issued a press release welcoming the findings of the 
Commission funded research programme and called for urgent action to protect consumers by Europe-
wide legislation on furniture flammability. 
 
Nevertheless, in July 1995 upon receiving the CBUF report, Commissioner Bangemann shelved the 
Upholstered Furniture Directive. 
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In terms of CEN standards, there already are in existence EN 597 pt1&2, harmonised standards for 
cigarette and match resistance of mattresses and EN 1021 pt1&2, similar standards for upholstered  
furniture. These were produced for the original mandate in 1991. The remaining standard was for 
resistance to a larger ignition source which was produced but not published. 
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About ACFSE  

The Alliance for Consumer Fire Safety in Europe (ACFSE) was founded in 1998. ACFSE’s mission is to 
campaign for high standards to ensure the fire safety of consumer products with dangerous fire load, 
notably consumer electronics products and upholstered furniture.  
 
The Executive Director of ACFSE is Bob Graham MBE, former Deputy Fire Chief of Manchester. Mr. 
Graham led the successful campaign to introduce high fire safety standards for upholstered furniture in 
the UK in 1988. These regulations are estimated to have saved at least 5,000 lives and prevented 50,000 
injuries since their introduction.  
 
ACFSE benefits from cooperation with many senior fire fighters, fire safety advocates and burns victims 
associations who share our goals.  
 
ACFSE is funded by the European Flame Retardants Association (EFRA), an industry group 
representing all flame retardant technologies. ACFSE has no view and takes no position on specific 
flame retardant technologies, and is indifferent as to technologies and materials used to meet fire safety 
standards.  
 
For more information visit www.acfse.org  
 

 

http://www.acfse.org/

