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The result of the test are used to classify the 
material (see Figure 1).

The flame spread index (FSI) is a relative 
indication of the flammability of the test 
material with respect to a red oak standard. 
Both the distance of flame spread and the 
time-rate of flame spread are considered to 
calculate a flame spread index. Simply put, a 
reported flame spread index of 25 indicates 
that a material has approximately 25 per cent 
of the standard material’s flame spread char-
acteristics.

The smoke developed index is calculated 
similarly to FSI. It is a number or classifica-
tion indicating a comparative measure derived 
from smoke obscuration data collected during 
the test for surface burning characteristics.

A very wide variety of materials used in 
finishing, insulation and cladding are tested 
and their fire behaviour is quantified.

Known loopholes
Buyers and users of materials sometimes 

lack a complete understanding of how dif-
ferent passive fire protection elements are 
tested and qualified. Some of the aspects 
missed by professionals involved in selection 
or purchase of materials include: 
• An understanding of the difference be-
tween fire resistant (or fire rated) 
and reaction to fire (fire proof or  
flammable);
• Are the materials/products/sys-
tems tested according to applicable 
standards (like BS 467 part 20 and 22 
or UL 10C or UL10B or EN 1634-1 
for fire-resistant doors)? 
• Have the tests been conducted by 
laboratories accredited to conduct 
these tests? National or international 
bodies like UKAS (UK Accredita-
tion Service), Cofrac in France, DAC 
(Dubai Accreditation Department) in 

Dubai and the pan-GCC GAC (Gulf Accred-
itation Centre) conduct regular audits of test 
laboratories based on an internationally used 
standard ISO 17025, which defines how tests 
are to be conducted and performed. Based 
on such audits, these bodies authorise test 
labs to conduct such tests;
• How does the buyer ensure that the mate-
rials/products/systems that they receive will 
be the same as the ones for which the test 
was conducted? This is the most critical loop-
hole. To assure that the sample submitted for 
the test was not a one-off (golden sample) ma-
terial or product produced to pass the test, 
certification is used.

Certification is a system whereby an inde-
pendent certification body visits the manu-
facturing facility, reviews its quality manage-
ment system (such as, but not necessarily 
ISO 9001) including its factory production 
controls, selects the samples to be tested 
out of production or witnesses their manu-
facture. It then observes the testing (of the 
sample selected out of the product lot) and 

A very wide variety of materials used in finishing, 
insulation and cladding are tested and their fire 

behaviour is quantified.

subsequently visits the facility on a regular 
basis to confirm adherence to the quality 
management system. As long as the com-
pany conforms, the certification is published 
on the certification body’s website and it is 
permitted to apply a mark to the product or 
its wrapping to indicate that it has certifica-
tion based on testing. In the case of doors, a 
label is fixed to the door with details of the 
certification, such as the certification body’s 

mark, the manufacturer’s name, the 
time rating, etc.

*Abhishek Chhabra works for Thomas 
Bell-Wright International Consultants. 
He has been associated with the compli-
ance industry for the last nine years, having 
previously worked for various companies in 
distribution and manufacturing. Thomas 
Bell-Wright is the only fire testing laborato-
ry and certification body in the gulf region 
to have multiple accreditations to GAC, 
UKAS and IAS, and offering certification 
from its lab-cum-office in Dubai, UAE.
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FIG 1: MATERIAL CLASSIFICATION.

The two types of fire 
protection methods.




