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Whether the system is installed in a ware-
house or a private home, the system is de-
signed for a specific occupancy and hazard.  
Within a structure there may be several design 
areas. In a warehouse structure you may have 
light hazard occupancies in the offices. The 
warehouse floor may require systems with 
extra or special occupancy hazard classifica-
tions. 
 

It is important to have boots on the ground at 
the earliest opportunity to begin documenting 
the scene of a loss before repairs are com-
pleted and conditions are altered.  Many fac-
tors need to be addressed at the onset of an 
investigation: 
 

 Collection of system information and     
records,  

 determination of occupancy and commod-
ity classifications,  

 measurement of storage and ceiling 
heights,   

 notation of manufacturing processes 
within the structure, and 

 research of applicable codes.   

 

These are just some of the critical items that 
typically need to be assessed.   

 
 

An improperly installed and poorly maintained 
automatic sprinkler system can be quickly 
overwhelmed in the event of a fire.  The sys-
tem can be more susceptible to natural, me-
chanical, or human damage.  As time moves 
on, information can be lost, conditions are 
altered, and memories fade. Determining the 
cause and where responsibility may lie be-
comes burdensome for an investigator.  Inac-
tion at the onset of an investigation can lead to 
no action down the road.  
 

So remember,  BOOTS ON THE GROUND! 
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followed. Though automatic sprinkler sys-
tems have an excellent performance record, 
the occasional failure can be catastrophic. In 
most cases, failures can be traced back to 
poor maintenance or a lack of properly 
evaluating occupancies and commodities 
when an existing building or unit is leased or 
purchased.  

When dealing with a fire sprinkler system, in 
the event of a fire or an activation of the 
sprinkler system resulting in water damage, 
there are many questions that typically are 
addressed such as:   
 

 Why did the fire grow outside of the 
design area? 

 What changed in the structure from the 
time of the initial fire sprinkler installa-
tion? 

 Was the system activation avoidable? 
 Were the system components installed 

in accordance with the manufacturers’ 
guidelines? 

 Was the system adequately protected 
from freezing? 

 Was the system being maintained in 
accordance with the applicable codes? 

Ultimately, it is the structure owner’s respon-
sibility to maintain the sprinkler system in 
working order at all  times.  It is permitted to 
place the care of  the sprinkler system into 
the hands of qualified individuals.  The code 
requires that the individuals performing 
these duties be qualified through training 
and experience.  Most jurisdictions require 
the service companies and employees pro-
viding the services to be licensed and or 
certified. 
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When an automatic fire sprinkler system is 
properly installed, maintained, inspected, 
and supervised, it is considered one of the 
most effective methods of providing life 
safety, controlling damage to a structure, 
and controlling damage to building contents 
in the event of a fire.  In most cases, an 
automatic sprinkler system will activate and 
control a fire before hazardous flames and 
toxic gasses cause loss of life or destroy a 
structure.  Although an automatic sprinkler 
system may extinguish a fire, its primary 
purpose is to contain the spread of fire until 
firefighting operations are implemented.  

 

An automatic sprinkler system may sit idle 
for years and even decades; however, when 
the need arises, it must work perfectly. 
 

In the years after the system is installed 
there are prescribed inspection, testing, and  
maintenance schedules that must  be  
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Mr. Sullivan is an expert in the design, in-
stallation, inspection, testing, maintenance, 
repair, and operation of fire suppression 
systems and their components, and often 
addresses industry standard of care issues. 
He worked in the fire protection industry for 
25 years. His responsibilities ranged from  
installing fire sprinkler systems to managing 
a group of field service and installation sup-
pression and alarm technicians. His 19 
years of trouble-shooting gives him unique 
expertise in failure analysis of fire suppres-
sion systems and equipment. Additionally, 
Mr. Sullivan has expertise in code analysis,  
standard of care, construction defect, and 
cost estimating as they relate to installation 
and repair of systems. 


