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Best Practices Advisory

Ensuring Safety in the Use of Pyrotechnics at a Public Assembly Facility

Most public assembly facilities such as arenas, convention centers, stadiums and performing arts venues follow strict guidelines when it comes to the use of indoor pyrotechnics. While the specifics of safety guidelines are tailored to each individual venue, there are a number of generally accepted practices that each venue adheres to.

The use of pyrotechnics in public assembly venues is generally governed by state and local codes, and must be approved by the authority having jurisdiction (AHJ), usually the Fire Marshal. In addition, there are a number of states (33 to date) that have adopted the National Fire Protection Association’s (NFPA) Life Safety Code. The International Association of Assembly Managers (IAAM) has representation on the NFPA’s Life Safety Code Technical Committee on Assembly Occupancies and Membrane Structures(the portion of the Code that addresses public assembly facilities.

Among NFPA's codes are NFPA 1, Uniform Fire Code, which prescribes the minimum requirements necessary to establish a reasonable level of safety in buildings, including providing for inspections and interior finish and other combustibles; NFPA 101, Life Safety Code, which sets minimum building design, construction, operation, and maintenance requirements necessary to protect building occupants from dangers caused by fire and other emergencies, and also provides prompt escape requirements for new and existing buildings; and NFPA 5000, Building Construction and Safety Code, the first consensus-based building code, which contains provisions for every aspect of the design and construction of buildings and structures, as well as the design of integrated building systems for health, safety, comfort and convenience. Public assembly occupancies, including nightclubs, are addressed in all three of these NFPA codes.

The following is a sample of a typical venue’s list of procedures for the use of pyrotechnics: 

Submit the following information at least fifteen (15) working days in advance of the event to the authority having jurisdiction (AHJ), usually the Fire Marshal: 

· Letter of intent to use pyrotechnics. 

· Bonds or certificates of insurance for general liability covering all non-venue pyrotechnic companies and pyrotechnicians in a minimum amount of $1,000,000 to $2,000,000 per person/per occurrence. 

· Names, dates of birth, qualifications, work experience, and copies of all required licenses for all pyrotechnicians who will be operating equipment/using pyrotechnics at the venue.

· Copies of all federal and state licenses for the pyrotechnic company. 

· A proposed traffic and crowd control plan. 

· Detailed descriptive list of all pyrotechnics to be used including how discharged, amount utilized from each display site, total amount for the venue, and storage method and location for the single or multiple day event. In addition, a tentative schedule depicting the display/discharge times.

· Require a qualified pyrotechnician to remain on site with all munitions from initial set up to show completion.

· Detailed facility site plan for the event showing the location of the stage, seating, safety buffer zone, portable fire extinguishers, and public egress routes. Venue management should conduct a “Facility Readiness Inspection” prior to doors opening. Number of fire extinguishers should be augmented and type should be specified.

· Statement from AHJ approving the traffic and crowd control plan and agreeing to provide law enforcement or security services during the display. 

· Prior to the event, arrange for testing, utilizing all pyrotechnic discharge sites at the location where the event will be held, with the stage and all related equipment in place. The test shall provide for a representative demonstration of the pyrotechnic devices that are to be used during the performance. If, in the opinion of the fire officials, any device is unsafe for the proposed location and proximity to the audience, it fails the test. Devices, which fail the test, must be excluded from the performance. The permit issued should list types and quantities that have been approved.

· Conduct a pre-event walkthrough.

· Provide communications between the pyrotechnician and standby Fire Official.

· Venue management also should review their contracts and include clear language that spells out their facility’s state and local code requirements and requires their promoters/lessees/contractors to comply accordingly.

· A safety officer should be appointed with authority to stop the show if needed. 
Also, as a representative of the assembly occupancies committee of the NFPA, IAAM recently attended a special meeting to consider the need for standards in response to the Chicago and Rhode Island club deaths. The following are areas of special concern for operators of popular music concert venues:

1.   Is the assembly occupancy sprinklered? If not, what additional precautions are called for? Extra staff? Extra fire extinguishers?

2. If you are allowing festival seating or dense standing occupancies, are you preparing a safety plan and conferring with your fire marshal? Are you providing trained crowd management staff at a ratio of one per 250 occupants?

3. Do you address in your emergency plan the need to cut off sound systems and bring up lighting during a fire or crowd emergency?

4. How adequate is your egress capacity? For most assembly occupancies, code requires a “front” entrance that can handle 50 percent of occupancy in 200 seconds. Other exits must be clearly marked and together with the entrance total 100 percent. Having excess and redundancy of exits is advisable. Consider installing floor lighting for exits.

5.   Consider requiring a public announcement at the beginning of each show of exit locations and emergency procedures.

6. Make certain your interior finishes comply with code. Do not allow use of any highly flammable materials for soundproofing.

7. Make sure to comply with all codes when using pyrotechnics. That typically includes using licensed pyrotechnicians and having the fire marshal approve the program.

8. If alcohol is being sold, how does that impact the crowd’s behavior in an emergency? Are sales being monitored?

