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Many condominium-style strata corporations find
themselves in the difficult position of not knowing what
they don’t know when it comes to life safety in their
buildings. They have a fire alarm system of some kind,
extinguishers on the walls, emergency lights in the halls
and stairwells, and maybe hoses in cabinets; but they
honestly don’t know what’s required for inspection and
testing of those various systems. They believe that the
annual inspections conducted by the fire department
and their service providers ensures their Code
compliance; but how do they know when they don’t
have the foundation of knowledge about the codes and
standards that govern life safety? Let’s lay the
foundation...

B.C. Building Code

When a building is constructed, it is the B.C. Building
Code (BCBC) that mandates the requirement for life
safety and spells out basic needs for fire alarm,
sprinkler, standpipe, and other systems. The BCBC also
refers to specific Standards that spell out HOW those
systems will be installed — for example, CAN/ULC-S524,
The Standard for Installation of Fire Alarm Systemes,
explains what has to be included in the permit plans,
how and where to install all of the devices connected to
the system, and wiring methods. Once the fire alarm
and ancillary systems are installed, they are verified by
a 3" party, who ensures that it’s all working as designed
and intended.

With occupancy granted, much like Sleeping Beauty, the
building’s fire alarm system slides into a Code-induced
slumber. Short of maintenance and inspection, the
building isn’t affected by new Building Codes. However,
should the time come that the fire alarm system need
work, and a permit is required to install or repair a
system, the current Code comes into effect, often
necessitating significant upgrading, depending on the
age of the building. This could include adding in-suite

horns in the suites, replacing hallway heat detectors
with smoke detectors, installing elevator homing
capacity, and more.

B.C. Fire Code

But until that day arrives, all of the life safety
equipment on site must be inspected, tested, and
maintained to the requirements of the B.C. Fire Code.
Much like the Building Code, the Fire Code also
references numerous standards that explain how the
various systems and equipment must be cared for.
CAN/ULC-S536 — the Standard for the Inspection,
Testing, and Maintenance of Fire Alarm Systems, for
example, is an extensive document that spells out, in
detail, all of the tests that are required not just
annually, but monthly, and the mandatory word-for-
word reporting.

If you have additional systems within your building that
are connected to your fire alarm system — such as
elevator recall, smoke control, emergency power
transfer to a generator — then testing under CAN/ULC-
$1001, Integrated System Testing, must be conducted
during the initial verification of the system, one year
after installation, and then every five years to verify
whether interconnected fire protection systems in a
building will function together as intended.

Annual Report Requirements

While monthly testing is often a quick check, an annual
inspection is much more in depth, involving testing and
inspecting all of the life safety equipment on site. This
testing for the fire alarm system and attached devices
must be recorded on ULC-mandated paperwork —
usually electronically now —that includes every single
word and line as shown in the CAN/ULC-S536 standard.
This is a 28-page document before you add all of the
devices to the record, which, depending on the size of
the building, can expand the document out to over 40
pages. If someone is handing you an annual inspection
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report that is less than 28 pages, you ought to be raising
an eyebrow and asking where the rest of the report is
or what testing was skipped. Also keep in mind that, per
the Strata Property Act, you must keep all reports and
paperwork related to your life safety systems for the
lifetime of the equipment, while the Fire Code only
requires that you keep the two most recent years’
reports in your fire safety plan for annual review by the
fire department.

Emergency Planning & Fire Safety Plans

Which brings us to the Fire Code section for emergency
planning. All buildings that have a fire alarm system are
required to have a fire safety plan, evacuation graphics,
and an annunciator graphic. Evacuation graphics are
usually located next to elevator and provide a floorplan
and direction on what to do in case of an emergency.
The annunciator graphic is required to be next to the
annunciator, which is a device near the front door
showing the location (zone) of a device that has
activated the fire alarm system. This graphic will
included drawings of each floor showing the location of
equipment important to the arriving fire personnel,
such as electrical and sprinkler/standpipe rooms, fire
alarm panel, natural gas shut offs, etc.

The fire safety plan helps Owners pre-plan for an
emergency situation. It includes all of the technical
information about the life safety systems on site,
instructions to occupants, detailed floorplans,
inspection requirements for all equipment on site,
persons in need of assistance lists, to name just a few of
the chapters. We highly recommend that you hire a
professional to create this document, which will be
submitted to your local fire department for approval
before installation on site. And, to be clear: this is a
living document, meant to be reviewed and updated at
least annually to fulfill the BCFC requirements.

There’s our life safety foundation: the Building and Fire
Codes, and their referenced standards, that explain all
of the life safety requirements. Both of the Codes also
clarify who is responsible for the implementation of the
codes and standards — the Owners and/or Owners’
authorized agent of the building.

How can you mitigate your risk and limit your liability?

1.
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Engage a reputable inspection firm. Questions to

ask:

Q

Q

A ¢

Are your technicians trained and certified —
Canadian Fire Alarm Association (CFAA), Applied
Science Technologists & Technicians (ASTT)

Is your firm listed with Underwriters
Laboratories of Canada, the creator of the
standards for fire alarm systems, for inspection
and testing, as well as integrated testing.
Always make sure that there are TWO service
people on site for both the monthly and annual
inspections and testing. The standard requires
one person to be out in the field, activating
devices, while the other person confirms that
it’s operating correctly by standing at the fire
alarm panel.

Have your monthly AND annual inspection work
performed by professionals, not volunteers. Why?
To mitigate risk and limit liability.

Q

Q

They’re educated, experienced, and, most
importantly, insured for this work. They are
taking on the liability on your behalf.

Even with rudimentary training, Stratas don’t
have the insurance necessary to perform
monthly inspections. Commercial general
liability, Directors & Officers, and Volunteer
policies do not cover life safety testing and
inspections.

Check your reports and listed deficiencies against
the previous year — every year. The devil is in the
details:

Q

How often are your batteries being replaced in
emergency light units or the fire alarm panel?
They ought to last 3 — 5 years. If they’re burning
out faster, it could be that the equipment is
overcharging the batteries, essentially cooking
them.

All extinguishers require additional service
every six years from the manufacture date. 6-
year testing requires blowing off the
extinguisher and examining it for damage,
before refilling and recharging. 12-year testing,
called hydrostatic testing, requires the same 6-
year test, but then it is filled with water, and
pressurized to check for leaks. Afterwards, it’s
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dried, refilled, and recharged. Often service
companies will swap out extinguishers during
the annual, rather than removing them and
then having to return to the site. The problem is
that, if they’re not replacing like-for-like — a 6-
year tested extinguisher for one that requires 6-
year testing — you could end up paying for more
testing then required.

Always ask about device replacements. Smoke
detectors, for example, have a 10-year lifespan
and their expiry date is listed in the device. This
date should be recorded on your annual report
so that you can track, and prepare for, mass
replacements. If it’s a device inside of a suite,
it’s also good to track if Owners are interfering
with the equipment, which can lead to Bylaw
infraction discussions.

4. Create a fire safety plan and update it regularly.
Make sure you:

Q

Q

Hold annual fire drills, preferably coinciding
with the annual testing so that folks can hear
and react to the ringing.

Update your list of people in need of assistance
regularly — elders, hard of hearing, mobility
impaired, recent surgeries or hospital stays.
Think about who will be the fire safety director
and deputy director. These are the people in
charge of life safety for your building and the
list of responsibilities is large. And, with this
thought in mind, we encourage you to....

5. Read your strata corporation’s insurance policy
and treat your insurer like a partner in protecting
your Owners. Common requirements include:

O Volunteer policy wording does not cover

providing life safety testing or acting as a fire
safety director. This is true even if the person is
a fire safety provider for their living. If they are
doing the work as a volunteer, and not under
their industry-specific corporate insurance, this
leaves the strata corporation at risk.

If the fire department or your service provider
write “recommend upgrade” on your annual
reports, you must notify your insurer and advise
them on what you are doing to move towards
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fulfilling that recommendation. Again,
mitigation of risk helps to limit your liability.

L In the event that your system becomes
inoperable, due to old age or breakdown, you
must notify, in order: your fire department and
implement a fire watch while the system is
down, and your insurer to let them know what
you’re doing to mitigate the risk and fix the
problem. Many fire alarm systems are now
obsolete and Stratas need to prepare ahead of
time for the day their system fails.

Life safety, while daunting at times, doesn’t have to be
insurmountable, providing you have a good foundation
of knowledge, surround yourself with reputable and
reliable service providers, and focus on due diligence
instead of perfection. With this in mind, you can help
everyone feel, and be, safer within their homes,
knowing that their life safety systems will be there
when they are most needed.



