
ROOF VOIDS

You can’t keep
people safe by

simply ticking a
box

Inspections



THE IMPORTANCE OF
ROOF VOIDS
INSPECTIONS

It is a well-known principle
that suitable fire
compartmentation in a
building will contain the
spread of fire and smoke,
thus protecting the occupiers
and the property.

Nowhere is this more
important than where
evacuation is delayed or
phased (such as care homes
and healthcare) or where
evacuation beyond the area
of fire origin is not normally
required (such as in most
blocks of flats.

Whilst the necessity to
ensure walls, floors, and
doors are of a suitable
standard, it has been often
overlooked in less
accessible, but equally
important, areas such as
roof voids.

FIRE SAFETY
Fires can spread very quickly through roof voids

if they are not appropriately compartmentalised.

This can cause a fire to spread quickly between

different compartments of a block, undermining

the fire strategy.

The lines of compartmentation between flats

located on the top floor of a building should,

where there is a common roof void above,

extend through the roof void in a continuous

vertical plane to the underside of the roof (see

Figure 1).

The time to repair the roof is when the sun is

shining. – John F. Kennedy

PLANNING IS ESSENTIAL
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This will ensure that the fire-resisting ‘box’ principle extends into the common roof voids to prevent fire spread
between flats and fire spread from a flat into other areas of the building via the common roof void (see Figure 2).

Figure 1 Compartmentation of roof voids

Figure 2 Compartmentation in roof void 
prevents spread of fire



It is not appropriate to complete the line of compartmentation within roof voids by installing cavity barriers above
the compartment walls that separate flats, nor to treat the roof void simply as a concealed space within which
cavity barriers are installed at regular intervals (other than, for example, where the void has been created by
roofing over an original concrete flat roof).

The result of inadequate roof void separation is of rapid, unseen, fire and smoke spread that can and has led to
fatality and multi fatality fire incidents (see Figure 3)

The provision of fire-resisting ceilings within top floor flats (see Figure 4) would not
normally provide an alternative means of achieving an equivalent standard of safety, as it
would fail, for example, to address the possibility of a fire that starts within the roof void
(see Figure 5) or that enters the roof void externally (e.g. as a result of flames projecting
from a top storey window – see Figure 6).

A fire-resisting ceiling will afford protection against the spread of fire from a flat into the
roof void (see Figure 4), but not normally vice versa.

Figure 3 Multi fatality fire
where roof void

compartmentation was
missing allowing the fire

to jump between fire
compartments below

(Newgrange 2017)
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Figure 4 Fire-resisting
ceilings and cavity

barriers in the roof void

 Figure 5 Fire that starts
in roof void provides

the potential for
downward fire spread

Figure 6 Fire that
spreads into roof void
provides the potential

for downward fire
spread
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In existing blocks, if compartmentation is not

present within roof voids, measures should be

taken to provide fire-resisting barriers within the

roof void in line with every compartment wall

between flats.

A simultaneous evacuation strategy would, in

theory, constitute an alternative solution. However,

this is not normally suitable in premises in which

staff are not available at all times to manage, and

assist with, evacuation unless it is certain that

residents would not need such assistance.

Moreover, as the occupants of the flats are within

their own private accommodation, simultaneous

evacuation cannot be forced upon them, and there

cannot be enforcement action again the

Responsible Person if residents fail to evacuate.

Where the installation of fire-resisting barriers

involves major structural work or major capital

expenditure, it may be appropriate to develop a

programme for completion of the work over a

period of time, particularly if it is considered that

other fire safety measures are of higher priority; this

should be considered within the Action Plan of the

fire risk assessment.
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provision of enhanced automatic fire detection;

or

provision of an automatic water fire

suppression system, such as a sprinkler or

watermist system.

In certain situations, in existing blocks where 60

minutes’ fire resistance is not met or cannot readily

be achieved by upgrading walls or floors,

compensatory fire protection measures may need

to be considered. These measures might include

one or more of the following:

However, in all situations, it should be remembered

that, fundamentally, any ‘stay put’ strategy relies

upon there being adequate compartmentation to

restrict fire spread, to the extent that only the

occupants of the flat of fire origin would need to

evacuate, while the occupants of flats unaffected by

a fire should be safe to remain in their flats unless

directed to evacuate by the fire and rescue service.

Access into roof voids is therefore
necessary as part of a fire risk assessment –

if not possible due to lack of access
provision, this would be raised as an action

point as it cannot be assumed to be
satisfactory.

Where access hatches are available (be it in
common areas or via a flat), this is relatively
straightforward, however, where access has not
been left, it may be required to cut through and
use CCTV probes or create a fire-rated access
hatch to enable access.

Figure 7 – Examples of poor roof void
compartmentation
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CONTACT LIGTAS

Call - +44 (0)2922 800000

Email - enquiries@ligtas.co.uk

Cardiff Head Office
Axys House, Heol Crochendy, Parc Nantgarw, Nantgarw, Cardiff, CF15 7TW

Web - www.ligtas.co.uk

Contact us for fire strategies 

mailto:enquiries@ligtas.co.uk

