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Basic appreciations  of BS 5839-1 2025 

M Category Systems – Manual Only 

This is the most basic & simplest of systems and provides basic protection via break glass call points and sounders only, the system will have no automatic smoke or heat detection devices, in the event of a fire it has to be manually operated by activating one of the call points, in this respect therefore an M system is unsuitable for an unoccupied building.

L Category Systems 

Category L systems are automatic fire detection systems intended for the protection of LIFE: All L systems will also include all of the criteria on an M system.

L5 – Often an L5 system will be based upon a risk assessment or a fire engineering solution, or for detection provided as part of a building management package i.e., smoke control system. Where the risk assessment is used as the basis for the system design it should be understood that this will have been provided by others (Landlord, Insurance Building Control etc.) and may have other factors which may also need to be considered.

L4 - Allows for automatic fire detection installed within those parts of the escape routes comprising circulation areas and circulation spaces such as corridors and stairways. 

The objective of an L4 system is to warn occupants of smoke within an escape route.

L3 – Will include all of the criteria of an L4 system but also requires for automatic detection in rooms that open onto the escape routes from the building, the objectives of this category of system is to enable all occupants to safely escape before the smoke level increases to levels where the escape routes cannot be used safely.

L2 - Will include all of the criteria of the L3/L4 systems but will also require automatic fire detection in additional parts of the building designated as “high risk” and may include but not be limited to, kitchens, boiler rooms, storage areas etc.

The purpose of this type of system is identical to that of an L3 system with the additional objective of affording early warning of a fire in specified areas of high risk, the use of L2 systems is most common in sites with sleeping accommodation such as hotels, hostels, B&B’s etc. 









L1 – Are designated to provide automatic fire detection in ALL areas of the building, with the possible exception of pre- agreed areas of low risk and may include the following:

•	WC’s, Shower Rooms and Bathrooms 
•	Stairway and WC Lobbies 
•	Small Cupboards – Typically less than 1m sq.
•	Small Risers – Typically less than 1m sq. provided that they have fire resistant floor and ceiling boards
•	Shallow Voids – Typically less than 800mm in depth – shallow voids may also be included subject to site specific issues.

The objective of an L1 system is to offer the earliest possible warning of fire so as to provide the longest possible period of evacuation time for occupants.

Systems which are providing coverage for buildings with public access and where a sleep-in capability is included must now meet EN54 Part 23 for VAD’s – Audio Visual Devices (July 2013)

P – Category Systems 

Category P systems are designed to provide automatic fire detection for property and DO NOT include the requirements for an M system.

All category P systems MUST be connected to an alarm receiving centre (ARC) for direct brigade response, the British Standards requires that this be done via a dedicated telephone line and should not as such be added to an existing intruder alarm signalling package, it should be an outgoing only line and free of all third party traffic. 

Because these systems provide protection for property and business interruption they are most favoured by insurance companies.

P2 – Systems allow for automatic fire detection within pre-defined parts of a building posing a high risk of fire or areas of high risk to property or business continuity from high risk of fire including automated plant and boiler rooms, battery charging rooms etc.

P1 – Systems will provide for automatic fire detection in all areas of the building with the sole exception of low risk voids (ceiling and floor) typically but not limited to less than 800mm in depth.   
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Qualification as to the expectations  for the minimum requirements for your fire alarm system, some elements of  the buildings activities may demand that the frequency of service exceeds the minimum  noted within BS 5839 - 1.   BS 5839 Part 1 20 25   -   45.3 “Periodic inspection” recommends:   The recommendations in this clause should be carried out by a competent person (see 3.12). The period between  successive inspection and servicing visits should not exceed six months. If this recommendation is not implemented,  it should be considered that t he system is no longer compliant with this part of BS 5839.    The following recommendations are applicable.       The system logbook should be examined. It should be ensured that any faults recorded have received  appropriate attention.       1)  A visual inspection should be made to check whether structural or occupancy changes have affected the  compliance of the system with the recommendations of this standard for the siting of manual call points,  automatic fire detectors and fire alarm devices.  Particular care should be taken to verify whether:  (2 ) all  manual call points remain unobstructed and  conspicuous.        2) any new exits that lead to a place of ultimate safety have been created without the provision of an  adjacent manual call  point.        3) any new or relocated partitions have been erected within 500 mm horizontally of any automatic fire  detector  ( see 22.3g) .      4) any storage encroaches within 300 mm of ceilings, such as to obviate compliance with 22.3i .      5) a clear space of 500 mm is maintained below each automatic fire detector  ( see 22.3o), and that the ability  of the detector to receive the stimulus that it has been designed to detect has not been impeded by other  means .      6) any changes to the use or occupancy of an area makes the existing types of automatic fire detector  unsuitable for detection of fire or prone to unwanted alarms .      7) any building alterations or extensions require additional fire detection and fire alarm equipment to be  installed .   The frequency of testing is usually dictated by both the size of the building and, the number of operatives  undertaking the works, any devices that for whatever reasons cannot be tested are to be documented and at the  end of the yearly inspection detailed  to the client with a cost and a timescale to revisit to complete the work, areas  untested need to be recorded in the site log book and cloud based notes to allow disclosure to other stakeholders.    In addition it is required that an annual cause and effect test is undertaken and this again fully documented,  furthermore any changes to the internal elements of the building or   occupancy/use will require a further full “live”  DB test which is to be done with a calibrated DB meter and the readings then overlaid onto the site drawings, a copy  of the calibration certificate is to be provided with the test and this also added to the  log book and recorded.       


