
How pre-fire  
planning can save  

your property



Owners of larger and more complex 

properties should take the initiative to 

assure that fire officers thoroughly 

know their properties...

If your building were on fire, would the fire department know the most direct 
access to it and where best to enter it? Would they know where to find the nearest 
hydrants? Would firefighters be able to navigate a smoke-filled interior? Would they 
know where flammable or toxic chemicals are stored?

Planning ahead can make a huge difference in the outcome of a fire. By 
understanding in advance the construction, occupancy and layout of a burning 
building, the decision-making process of commanding officers becomes streamlined 
and far more effective. “Operational success is greatly enhanced by information 
gathered ahead of an incident,” concludes a study on planning by the Two Rivers, 
Wisconsin Fire Department. 

Most fire departments develop pre-fire plans for larger commercial properties in their 
area, but the quality of these plans can vary greatly. Often with smaller departments, 
written plans providing critical information about a building are out of date and may 
comprise little more than handwritten notes and hastily drawn floor plans. Some 
small all-volunteer departments may have no plans at all. In the current economic 
environment, fire department budgets have been slashed, making it more likely that 
plans are not adequately maintained.

Commercial property owners, especially those in smaller communities, cannot take 
for granted that the local fire department is fully prepared to handle a fire in their 
buildings. Owners of larger and more complex properties should take the initiative 
to assure that fire officers thoroughly know their properties and have the necessary 
information at their fingertips to most effectively save lives and combat a serious 
blaze. They should reach out to local fire officials, invite them to visit their buildings 
and offer to help develop or update a plan. Building owners and managers also need 
to be diligent about communicating changes in construction, occupancy or protection 
to fire officials so that plans can be kept current.

Components of pre-fire planning

Simply put, pre-fire planning is the process of gathering information before a fire or 
other disaster occurs in order to be prepared to deal with it once it occurs. Not every 
commercial building needs a pre-fire plan – smaller buildings with retail or office 
occupancies, for example, may present no unusual challenges to firefighters. But 
larger buildings, those with occupancies posing higher-than-average risks, and those 
with the potential for a large loss of life almost always benefit from planning.

A critical part of the planning process is compiling a document – typically called a 
pre-fire plan or a pre-incident plan – comprised of written information plus maps, 
diagrams and drawings. Building walkthroughs by fire officers, and sometimes rank-
and-file firefighters, also are an important component of the planning process. For 
larger and more complex buildings, pre-fire planning also may include periodic drills 
on the property.
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1  Kevin L. Timm, “Pre-fire Planning: Does It 
Meet the Current Needs for Efficient and 
Effective Fire Ground Operations for the  
City of Two Rivers Fire Department,”  
www.usfa.dhs.gov/pdf/efop/efo35796.pdf

2  NFPA 1620 (Standard for Pre-Incident  
Planning 2010 Edition), quoted in Timm,  
p.16 (Note: the 2010 edition of this document 
as been elevated to a standard and renamed 
Standard for Pre-Incident Planning)
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In order to be as effective as possible, written plans must be easy to understand, 
accessible and updated on a regular basis. Property owners have little control over 
whether the plan is readily understandable or easily accessible, but they can help 
assure that it is up to date. Owners need to be certain that material changes to the 
construction of a building, the configuration of the surrounding property or the 
building occupancy are communicated to fire officials. Firefighters do not need to be 
surprised to discover in the midst of responding to a fire that a building that previously 
housed an auto parts manufacturer now is home to a dry cleaning plant.

Pre-incident plans
The National Fire Protection Association defines a pre-incident plan as a 
“written document resulting from the gathering of general and detailed 
data to be used by responding personnel for determining the resources and 
actions necessary to mitigate anticipated emergencies at a specific facility.” 
Pre-incident plans often are in paper form and carried in card files or loose 
leaf binders on fire trucks, though increasingly they are in digital format to 
be printed out at the time of an alarm, or accessed from on-board printers 
or a laptop at the scene. Written plans do not adhere to any widely-adopted 
standard template, and are likely to vary according to building occupancy, but 
the type of information they typically contain includes:

• The layout of the building on the property, including parking lot entrances, 
building entrances, building key box location, hydrant locations, nearby 
structures, etc.

• A complete floor plan of each level of the building, including locations of 
hazardous materials and processes, heating and air conditioning 
equipment, utility shutoffs, and elevators

• Pertinent structural features such as building size, height, construction and 
fire-rated walls

• Description of occupancies

• Site features such as occupants with special rescue needs, unoccupied 
floors, daytime and nighttime occupancy loads, etc.

• Alarm system information

• Hydrant information (“fire flow”)

• Building fire protection systems

How pre-fire planning can save your property



Inspections and drills

Property owners should periodically invite officers of the local fire department to visit 
their buildings, even if no material changes have occurred. Fresh, direct knowledge of 
a building often is the most important factor in saving lives and minimizing damage 
in the case of a major fire. Regular visits are especially important in areas with 
volunteer fire departments where the officers may be elected and therefore change 
more frequently than is the case with departments with professional firefighters. It is 
important to avoid the situation where the fire officer most familiar with a building is 
no longer in command when a fire occurs. 

In addition to inspections by fire officers, larger and more complex properties can benefit 
from walkthroughs by the rank-and-file firefighters. Not every fire department will 
arrange these types of visits, but building owners should welcome them when possible. 
The largest and most complex buildings, and especially those with the highest potential 
for lost lives, can benefit from drills by local firefighters on the property.

Pre-fire planning by owners and occupants

An effective pre-fire plan involves not only the fire department, but also the owner 
and occupants of a building. Of course, building fire wardens should be appointed 
and drills held to assure that people quickly and safely evacuate a building, but other 
things also need to happen to guarantee optimal outcomes. For example, it may 
be nearly reflexive to notify the fire department in the event of a fire, but that task 
nonetheless should be specifically assigned to individuals likely to be in the building 
at all hours to assure it happens immediately and in the most effective manner. Some 
facilities may have equipment that needs to be shut down to limit damage to the 
equipment or to reduce potential hazards such as those from flowing liquids or gases 
under pressure. As part of the planning process, building owners and managers 
should consult with fire officers both to determine what is expected of them and the 
building’s occupants in an emergency, as well as to inform fire officials of issues such 
as the need to shut down certain pieces of machinery.

In some cases, and especially for smaller buildings, a material part of the pre-fire 
planning process may fall to the building owner. Overburdened fire departments 
lacking the resources to physically inspect buildings have found that self-inspections 
offer an economical and effective alternative. A study by the Edina, Minnesota 
Fire Department found that most property owners are willing to accurately 
complete survey forms provided by the fire department about their building and its 
occupancies.3 Self-inspections are no substitute for direct knowledge of a building, 
however, and owners of larger properties still should encourage visits by fire officers in 
addition to the self-inspections. 
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...building fire wardens should be 
appointed and drills held to assure that 
people quickly and safely evacuate a 
building...

3  Martin Scheerer, “Financial Impact of Pre-
Fire Planning Using Self-Inspections 
Program for the Edina Fire Department,” 
www.usfa.dhs.gov/pdf/efop/efo34710.pdf
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An important part of the planning process for owners of large or hazardous buildings, 
especially those outside metropolitan areas, is to assess the local fire department’s 
capabilities. The National Fire Protection Association provides a fire department 
evaluation form for this purpose. If necessary, owners should take steps to augment 
fire department capacity through private measures. This may involve employee fire 
brigades (often called industrial fire brigades) manned by individuals that may have 
essentially the same training as firefighters. In that case, the company’s pre-fire 
planning process would largely mirror that of the fire department, and the resultant 
plan should be carefully coordinated with the fire department’s plan.

Being proactive can save property and lives

It usually is not helpful to pester fire officials with repeated demands for pre-fire 
planning sessions, but property owners nonetheless should be politely persistent in 
assuring that plans are in place and up to date. This is especially true in areas with 
smaller, largely volunteer fire departments where planning is typically not pursued 
as rigorously as in highly populated areas with paid professional firefighters. In most 
cases, fire officials are pleased to work with building owners that take an active 
interest in fire protection. 

When requesting an overtaxed fire department to develop, upgrade or update a pre-
fire plan, building owners should help the process as much as possible by assembling 
information in advance of a meeting. If available, the types of useful information 
building owners should compile prior to meeting with a fire officer include:

• Blueprints

• Floor plans

• Aerial photographs of the property

• A list of building occupants with descriptions of their businesses

• The number of people typically in the building, both during the day and at night, 
and where they are likely to be located

• Information on heating, air conditioning and other utility systems

• Information on sprinkler and fire alarm systems

• Lists of hazardous materials, including quantities and locations

• Contact information

Pre-incident planning should be a joint venture between the fire department and the 
property management team. A fire officer may be the expert in fire safety and fire 
fighting, but the property management personnel are the experts on the building. The 
planning process must necessarily be collaborative and on-going. Building owners and 
managers should be prepared to fulfill their roles in the joint venture, and they should 
expect responsiveness and professionalism from fire department representatives in 
developing a plan. A successful collaboration can save lives and preserve property.

Pre-incident planning should be a joint  

venture between the fire department  

and the property management team.
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