IEBC 2015 SECTION 405
FIRE ESCAPES
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405.1 Where permitted.
Fire escapes shall be permitted only as provided for in Sections 405.1.1 through 405.1.4.
❖ Sections 405.1.1 through 405.1.4 address the current requirements for the use of exterior fire escapes. Their use and features, as defined in this section, should not be confused with the requirements for exterior exit stairways as defined in IBC Section 1027.
The use of exterior fire escapes as a means of egress was popular in building designs of the past. They were used for economy of construction and to “save” usable space in the buildings they served. Being located outside the building, they were also considered safer than the unenclosed interior exit stairways of the time. Over the years, exterior fire escapes lost their appeal for many reasons:
1. Fire escapes were never an integral part of the building’s design; they were a necessary appendage hung from or attached to the building wall.
2. Fire escapes were most commonly constructed of cast-iron or steel, both of which required a high degree of maintenance to protect the corrodible materials from the effects of weather.
3. Because fire escapes are “open structures,” they are subject to icing during the winter months. This makes them dangerous to use and, in extreme cases, they can become completely unusable.
4. People with a fear of heights can find exterior fire escapes difficult and sometimes impossible to use.
5. Fire escapes were an unpleasant sight and an unwanted element in the architectural design.
The use of exterior fire escapes is all but obsolete except for existing buildings with a clear deficiency in the means of egress that cannot be reasonably rectified in other ways.
This section indicates that fire escapes are permitted only on existing buildings. New fire escapes may be installed on existing buildings only where exterior stairs cannot be used. Section 405.2 addresses the location of fire escapes and Section 405.3addresses the construction of fire escapes.
See also the requirements for fire escapes in IFC Section 1104.16. Note that these provisions are slightly different than those of Section 405.
  
405.1.1 New buildings.
Fire escapes shall not constitute any part of the required means of egress in new buildings.
❖ Because of the inherent hazards and lack of dependability, open exterior fire escapes are not permitted as part of the required means of egress in new construction.
  
405.1.2 Existing fire escapes.
Existing fire escapes shall continue to be accepted as a component in the means of egress in existing buildings only.
❖ Exterior fire escapes in existing buildings are acceptable as a component of the required means of egress because, in most cases, it would be physically impractical and economically prohibitive to retrofit older buildings with interior or exterior exit stairways that comply with all the code requirements for new construction.
  
405.1.3 New fire escapes.
New fire escapes for existing buildings shall be permitted only where exterior stairways cannot be utilized due to lot lines limiting stairway size or due to the sidewalks, alleys or roads at grade level. New fire escapes shall not incorporate ladders or access by windows.
❖ Continuing corrosion of existing exterior fire escapes, as well as other factors that may affect the safety of the structures, often makes the replacement of these fire escapes necessary. The code official may determine that the means of egress in an existing building is unsafe, requiring some corrective action, which may be the installation of a new exterior fire escape. This section permits new exterior fire escapes for existing buildings where exterior stairways conforming to the requirements of IBC Section 1027 cannot be used because of lot lines that limit stairway size or encroachments on sidewalks, alleys or roads at grade level.
Because it was the accepted practice of the time, access to exterior fire escapes was quite often through windows located in corridors or individual dwelling units or offices. This practice is not permitted when replacement exterior fire escapes are used. The building must be altered to provide proper exit access to the fire escape.
The code does not permit the use of ladders as a component in the means of egress except as allowed in the IBC for control rooms or elevated facility observation rooms for Group I-3 occupancies; therefore, ladders can neither be used as a component part of an exterior fire escape, nor to access an exterior fire escape.
  
405.1.4 Limitations.
Fire escapes shall comply with this section and shall not constitute more than 50 percent of the required number of exits nor more than 50 percent of the required exit capacity.
❖ For reasons of overall life safety, exterior fire escapes may be used as a component of the means of egress only when the total number used does not exceed one-half the required number of exits and more than one-half the total required exit capacity.
  
405.2 Location.
Where located on the front of the building and where projecting beyond the building line, the lowest landing shall be not less than 7 feet (2134 mm) or more than 12 feet (3658 mm) above grade, and shall be equipped with a counterbalanced stairway to the street. In alleyways and thoroughfares less than 30 feet (9144 mm) wide, the clearance under the lowest landing shall be not less than 12 feet (3658 mm).
❖ In the past, exterior fire escapes were allowed to project beyond the property line and extend over sidewalks, alleyways and roads. Where such conditions are still accepted by the code (see Sections 405.1.2 and 405.1.3), the clearance to the lowest landing from grade level must be at least 7 feet (2134 mm), and not more than 12 feet (3658 mm) for exterior fire escapes located in front of the building. In alleyways and thoroughfares less than 30 feet (9144 mm) wide, the clearance under the lowest landing must be at least 12 feet (3658 mm). To facilitate these clearance requirements, exterior fire escapes are usually equipped with a counterbalanced stairway that retracts to a horizontal position when the fire escape is not in use.
  
405.3 Construction.
The fire escape shall be designed to support a live load of 100 pounds per square foot (4788 Pa) and shall be constructed of steel or other approved noncombustible materials. Fire escapes constructed of wood not less than nominal 2 inches (51 mm) thick are permitted on buildings of Type V construction. Walkways and railings located over or supported by combustible roofs in buildings of Type III and IV construction are permitted to be of wood not less than nominal 2 inches (51 mm) thick.
❖ Traditionally and typically, exterior fire escapes are constructed of cast iron or steel, although the code does permit exterior fire escapes to be constructed of other noncombustible materials. The use of nominal 2-inch (51 mm) wood is permitted in Type V construction. Nominal 2-inch (51 mm) wood may also be used in Type III and IV construction when the exterior fire escape is supported by wood construction permitted by IBC Table 601.
  
405.4 Dimensions.
Stairways shall be at least 22 inches (559 mm) wide with risers not more than, and treads not less than, 8 inches (203 mm) and landings at the foot of stairways not less than 40 inches (1016 mm) wide by 36 inches (914 mm) long, located not more than 8 inches (203 mm) below the door.
❖ The IBC’s normal dimensions for interior and exterior exit stairways used in the means of egress do not apply to exterior fire escapes. The dimensional standard for exterior fire escapes has been in place for many years; thus, many exterior fire escapes in use were designed to comply with this standard. Many of these fire escapes are installed in places where it would be difficult, and often impossible, to retrofit a new fire escape if a new set of dimensional standards were employed. For this reason, it is judged appropriate to maintain the current standard. The minimum tread, riser, stair-width and landing-size dimensions for fire escape construction remain unchanged from the past.
  
405.5 Opening protectives.
Doors and windows along the fire escape shall be protected with 3/4-hour opening protectives.
❖ Safe exit access and exits are required for occupants using an exterior fire escape as a means of egress. Door and window openings in exterior walls adjacent to and along the path of travel of the exterior fire escape must be protected from the interior of the building with not less than a 3/4-hour protective. This is similar to the requirements for protection of openings on interior exit stairways and ramps in IBC Section 1023.7 and exterior exit stairways and ramps in IBC Section 1027.6.
Where more-restrictive opening protectives are required by other sections elsewhere in the code, the more-restrictive protection must be used. The 3/4-hour requirement for the exterior fire escape is the minimum when no other considerations are present (see IBC Tables 601, 602, 705.8 and 716.5).

