
 

 

Surrey Building Control
Guidance Note - Number 21 

Means of Escape 
 

Means of  escape in case of  f i re  is  re levant  to  a l l  occupied bui ld ings f rom 
domest ic  houses and f la ts  to mul t i -s torey of f ices,  shops and factor ies.  They are 
covered by Approved Document  'B '  -  F i re  Safety ,  spec i f ica l ly  B1 -  Means of  
Escape.  Other  sect ions of  the f i re  safety  document  may a lso be re levant  to  your  
proposals  and can be checked or  d iscussed as necessary.  
Th is  sect ion is  not  in tended to  prov ide fu l l  deta i ls  o f  the requi rements of  th is  
document .  Instead,  i t  is  hoped i t  can re lay some of  the areas where occupiers  or  
owners have made the mistake of  not  making a bu i ld ing regulat ions appl icat ion 
to  cover  works creat ing problems for  themselves in  the fu ture.  
These are l is ted below under  the i r  separate headings wi th in e i ther  the 
res ident ia l  or  commerc ia l  categor ies.  
 
Resident ial  propert ies  
Most  homes,  par t icu lar ly  modern homes wi l l  have been bui l t  w i th  means of  
escape in mind.  They normal ly  have f loors  ar ranged around a hal lway or  landing 
g iv ing access to  s ta i rs  and the main ent rance doors.  
The problems ar ise once the occupier  or  owner  dec ides to  a l ter  or  extend the 
proper ty .  Extens ions are not  normal ly  a  problem as most  people rea l ise that  
p lanning permiss ion and then bui ld ing regulat ions approval  may be requi red.  
However ,  when making in ternal  a l terat ions,  that  may not  requi re  p lanning 
permiss ion,  some people are unaware that  bu i ld ing regulat ions approval  may 
s t i l l  be an issue.  These a l terat ions,  i f  not  cont ro l led correct ly ,  could cause 
problems for  the owner  or  occupier  a t  a la ter  s tage.  
This  could be through problems in  sel l ing when the changes are noted by a 
surveyor  or  by s t ructura l  prob lems becoming ev ident  due to  the use of  
inadequate mater ia ls .  
The fo l lowing descr ip t ions cover  the more common instances of  a l terat ions that  
need to  be covered by a bu i ld ing regulat ions appl icat ion.  Many wi l l  a lso be 
covered by other  par ts  o f  the bu i ld ing regulat ions.  
 
Removal  of  wal ls  
Th is  is  normal ly  carr ied out  to  open up the ground f loor  of  the proper ty ,  whether  
the s ta i rs  run s t ra ight  up f rom the f ront  door  or  whether  they run f rom s ide to  
s ide as wi th  o lder  ter raced proper t ies.  
Not  on ly  can the means of  escape be compromised,  but  the unsk i l led person 
could a lso mistakenly  remove a load bear ing wal l .  
 
Loft  conversions  
These can be e i ther  fu l ly  conver ted to  create l iv ing space ( loved by ch i ldren as 
bedrooms or  p lay areas)  or  par t  conver ted to  form storage space.  Both requi re  



bui ld ing regulat ions approval .  
A l though the use as a s torage space does not  adverse ly  a f fect  the means of  
escape due to  i ts  in f requent  use,  l iv ing space and par t icu lar ly  bedrooms are a 
d i f ferent  mat ter .  There needs to  be an a l ternat ive ex i t  for  f i re  br igade rescue 
(un less the roof  space is  in  a  bungalow),  v ia  a  dedicated escape window,  f i re  
separat ion between the lo f t  and f i rs t  f loor  areas and normal ly  a  proper  s ta i rcase 
a l lowing access to  the lo f t  room. The door  to  the lo f t  should be a se l f  c los ing 
f i re  door  and a l l  o ther  doors opening onto the s ta i rs  (apar t  f rom the bathrooms) 
should a lso be made se l f  c los ing.  
Smoke detectors  must  be provided,  wi red to  the mains wi th  bat tery  back-up.  
There are other  issues invo lved both for  means of  escape and other  areas of  the 
Regulat ions.  
The above points  have been made to  g ive an idea of  the works requi red and 
therefore the need for  the work to  be proper ly  cont ro l led.  
 
For  fur ther  in format ion see Guidance Notes 14,  17 & 18.  
 
Commercial  bui ldings (off ices,  shops,  factor ies etc. )  
I f  a  bu i ld ing is  used as a p lace of  work,  any a l terat ions that  a f fect  the means of  
escape (even i f  i t  improves i t )  may requi re  a bui ld ing regulat ions appl icat ion.  
The f i re  author i ty  wi l l  a lso need to  be consul ted.  This  can be done through your  
bu i ld ing contro l  depar tment  who can a lso ar range meet ings between 
arch i tects/c l ients ,  bu i ld ing cont ro l  and the f i re  author i ty  to  d iscuss the needs of  
larger  schemes and therefore ass is t ing in  the appl icat ion process.  
The fo l lowing are br ie f  descr ip t ions of  works that  need appl icat ions but  are 
somet imes over looked by the occupier  or  owner .  
 
Subdivision of  off ice areas  
Th is  is  common to  a l l  o f f ice bu i ld ings both large and smal l .  I t  is  a lso 
responsib le  for  most  o f  the unauthor ised works found by Bui ld ing Contro l  and 
F i re  Author i ty  Of f icers  wi th in of f ice premises.  
The act  o f  subdiv is ion creates inner  room s i tuat ions.  The outer  o f f ice becomes 
the access area and an inc ident  in  th is  area may develop to  such an extent  that  
escape f rom the inner  room is  impossib le .  
However ,  i f  one of  the fo l lowing precaut ions are bu i l t  in ,  i t  can be safe ly  
a l lowed.  
-  An ear ly  warn ing system wi th  e i ther  smoke detectors  l inked in to a main f i re  
a larm system wi th  a sounder in  the of f ice i f  necessary,  or  in ter - l inked mains 
operated detectors  (wi th  back up bat ter ies)  i f  there is  no main system, or  
-  A v is ion panel  to  enable the occupier  o f  the of f ice to  be immediate ly  aware of  
a  problem in  the access area.  The panel  can be in  the door  i f  i t  s t i l l  a l lows a 
good v iew of  the access area.  There should be no b l inds or  cur ta ins f i t ted to the 
panel .  



Ei ther  o f  the above opt ions wi l l  requi re  bu i ld ing regulat ions appl icat ion.  The 
correct  method of  carry ing out  the works does not  remove the need for  an 
appl icat ion.  
 
Mezzanine f loors  
Many factor ies and warehouses insta l l  mezzanine f loors  for  ext ra  s torage or  
even work space.  
These wi l l  genera l ly  a f fect  the d is tance of  t rave l  to  an ex i t  and the route to  the 
ex i t ,  which may be rest r ic ted.  Depending on the s ize and use,  addi t ional  f i re  
protect ion and a f i re  a larm extens ion may a lso be requi red.  
 
Change of  use  
Shops and of f ices appear  to  be the largest  group of  bu i ld ing types that  
f requent ly  exper ience changes in  the i r  use.  This  may resu l t  in  extending in to  
prev ious ly  unoccupied areas e i ther  by hor izonta l ly  knock ing through in to  the 
neighbour ing uni t  or  moving ver t ica l ly  up or  down in to a d i f ferent  use type.  For  
example an of f ice at  f i rs t  f loor  tak ing over  the o ld  ground f loor  shop or  a  shop 
or  o f f ice tak ing over  what  was pr ivate accommodat ion at  f i rs t /second f loor  
leve ls .  Even i f  no a l terat ions are made,  an appl icat ion for  the change of  use wi l l  
be requi red.  
As prev ious ly  s ta ted,  a l l  o f  the examples above have been used to  i l lus t ra te a 
sample of  means of  escape issues that  wi l l  in  most  c i rcumstances,  requi re  
bu i ld ing regulat ions appl icat ions to  be submi t ted.  They have been used 
speci f ica l ly  as they a lso represent  a  large propor t ion of  the types of  work 
d iscovered dur ing checks on unauthor ised works and wi l l  hopefu l ly  ass is t  
people in  rea l is ing the need for  appl icat ions pr ior  to  th is  po int  be ing reached.  I  
would s t ress that  in  most  cases,  i t  is  through misunderstanding rather  than a 
de l iberate at tempt  to  avoid making an appl icat ion.  
The in format ion g iven above is  on ly  in tended to  g ive a genera l  overv iew and is  
not  in tended to  show the fu l l  requi rements of  the means of  escape document .  
A l l  appl icat ions need to  be looked at  in  the i r  own r ight  as var ious other  aspects  
of  the proposals  need to  be taken in to  account ,  inc lud ing 
-  occupancy leve ls ,  
-  overa l l  t rave l  d is tance to  ex i ts ,  
-  ex i t  w idths 
-  and the number of  ex i ts .  
 

Planning your work well in advance will help to reduce the chance of mistakes. Mistakes can result 
in costly remedial work. Please contact us for advice on the above and the application of the 
Regulations to other buildings. 
 
For further information contact the Building Regulations Division 
 



Please note that these guidance notes are for advice only and may not cover all situations. It 
is your responsibility to ensure that they are appropriate for use in your particular 
circumstance. 
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