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ORKING IN heritage buildings quickly reinforces a
Wsimple reality: no two projects are ever the same.

In theory, fire doors are straightforward - part
of the compartmentation strategy, protecting escape
routes, and covered by clear standards. In practice,
especially in historic buildings, things are rarely that
simple. Practitioners are often dealing with original fabric,
undocumented changes over the years, and construction
details that pre-date modern regulations by decades.

Meanwhile, expectations have moved on. The Regulatory
Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005 has not changed in its core
principles, but there's now much more focus on being able
to evidence your decisions and show that risks are being
properly managed.

Heritage fire doors sit right in the middle of this tension.
They need a thoughtful, risk-based approach rather than a
one-size-fits-all solution - one that properly balances life
safety with the need to protect the building’s character.

There is often a big gap between what the guidance books
describe and what you actually find when you open an old
door.

In heritage settings, it is unusual to come across a
complete doorset with full test evidence. More often you are
looking at original doors (or ones heavily modified over time)
with uncertain construction methods, varying condition
due to age and use, patchy historic repairs, and little or no
performance history.

Timber movement, past alterations, concealed voids
behind panelling, and original wadding or fixings can all
affect how a door performs under fire conditions. Panels
can be thinner than modern equivalents, joints may have
loosened over time, and ironmongery is often original or
decorative rather than fire rated. That uncertainty can
feel uncomfortable when you are measuring them against
today's standards. But it is worth remembering that
many of these doors have been doing a job - sometimes
for well over a century - as part of the building’s natural
compartmentation.

The real question is not whether they match a modern
specification perfectly. It is whether they can be made to
do the job required of them in this specific building, with
sensible intervention.

It is easy to default to replacement when you see “non-
compliant” on areport. On paper it looks safe and defensible.
In reality, it is not always the most proportionate answer.

Replacing a heritage door often means losing original
fabric and fine architectural detail. You also have to deal
with wonky openings, distorted frames, and the knock-on
disruption to surrounding fabric. And even a brand-new
door will not perform well if the frame, wall, or ironmongery
is not sorted.

A better starting point is simpler: What function does
this door actually need to deliver in the fire strategy? From
there you can work out what, if anything, needs doing. This
reframing helps avoid unnecessary loss of heritage while
stilladdressing the real risks.

There has been a noticeable change in direction across fire
safety in recent years. BS 8214:2026 is a good example - it
moves us away from rigid prescriptive rules towards whole-

system thinking, real evidence, and competent people
making informed judgements. Increasingly, emphasis is
being placed on:
- competency in both assessment and installation
« consideration of the complete doorset rather than
the door leaf alone
« clear documentation and traceability of decisions
« risk-based approaches that reflect the specific
building context.

This shift suits heritage buildings particularly well. It
recognises that blindly applying modern standards is not
always practical - or necessary - provided life safety is
properly addressed. The standard now covers timber, steel,
glazed, and composite doors, treating them as coordinated
systems rather than isolated products. For historic doors
this is a gamechanger because it asks the practical
question: can you show, with credible evidence, that this
door in this configuration will perform as needed?

Without test reports, you have to rely on careful analysis:
looking at how the door is built (materials, thickness,
jointing methods), its current condition, how it compares
with known tested examples, and bringing professional
judgement into play. This often includes detailed on-site
surveys that examine not just the leaf but also the frame
rebates, hinge positions, glazing beads (if present), and how
the door sits in the opening.

This does involve some subjectivity, so transparency
is crucial. When we recommend keeping and upgrading
adoor, we make sure the reasoning is clearly recorded,
any limitations are acknowledged, and the decision fits
into the wider fire strategy. Site-specific surveys that look
at the door, frame, gaps, ironmongery, and surrounding
construction are essential here.

Requlators are increasingly focused on whether risks
have been properly considered and managed, rather than
simply ticking a certification box. London Fire Brigade
guidance, for instance, actively supports upgrading existing
historic doors where possible using tested products and
competent tradespeople.

This reflects a broader position supported by BS
8214:2026, which recognises that existing doors - often
described as nominal or notional doorsets - may still provide
a level of fire resistance, even in the absence of formal
certification. However, the standard makes clear that such
assessments require an appropriate level of competence.
Evaluating the likely performance of existing heritage
doors demands a detailed understanding of construction,
condition, and fire behaviour, and should not be approached
as a simple visual check or checklist exercise, particularly in
more complex or high-risk buildings.

We are also thinking differently about how fire doors
fit into the overall strategy. In many heritage buildings -
especially those with high numbers of visitors, complicated
layouts, or longer escape routes - the doors play a vital role
in buying time for safe evacuation or refuge.

While flames often grab the headlines, smoke is the silent
killer in most fires - responsible for the majority of fire-
related deaths and injuries. It spreads faster than fire itself,
often travelling significant distances through a building well
before flames are visible. Smoke reduces visibility, causes




disorientation, and can incapacitate people through toxicity
long before heat becomes a direct threat.

In heritage buildings this risk is significantly amplified.
Many historic structures feature grand staircases, tall voids,
interconnected rooms, and concealed spaces that act as
natural smoke reservoirs and pathways. Original doors
frequently have substantial perimeter gaps due to centuries
of timber movement, building settlement, and wear. Frames
may be out of square, thresholds uneven, and there is rarely
any effective smoke sealing.

This combination means that even a door providing
decent fire resistance can still allow dangerous levels of
smoke to spread quickly, compromising escape routes and
protected areas. In buildings with complex layouts or high
occupancy, this can very rapidly turn a manageable incident
into a far more serious one.

That is why heritage doors often need specific, targeted
help with smoke performance. Effective solutions focus
on discreet, reversible measures such as installing flexible
intumescent smoke seals into existing rebates (so they
are virtually invisible when the door is closed), addressing
bottom gaps at the threshold, improving door-to-frame
alignment through careful easing, and ensuring the
whole assembly works together. These interventions can
make a substantial difference to smoke control without
compromising the door’s historic appearance.

BS 8214:2026 rightly puts greater emphasis on whole-
system smoke performance alongside fire resistance, and
this aligns well with practical advice from the London Fire
Brigade, which encourages upgrading historic doors for
both fire and smoke resistance where feasible.

After working on many heritage projects, the same
problems keep coming up:

« oversized perimeter gaps from centuries of
movement, settling, and wear - sometimes several
millimetres on each side

« missing, damaged, or inappropriate seals that have
been added (or removed) over time

« wornor wrongly replaced ironmongery that no
longer allows reliable closing and latching

« doorsthat bind or do not latch properly under
normal use due to distortion or hinge wear

«  previous alterations, such as cut-outs for glazing,
added hardware, or repairs using modern materials
that have compromised integrity.

These issues usually creep in gradually through everyday
use, environmental changes and incremental maintenance
rather than being there from the start. It is a reminder that
heritage fire doors need ongoing attention, not a one-off
fix. What worked ten years ago may no longer be effective
today.

In most cases, existing doors can be improved without
major loss of character. We often look at straightforward
but effective measures like easing and adjusting the door
and frame to reduce excessive gaps; fitting discreet
intumescent and smoke seals into rebates where they
will not be visible; upgrading hinges, latches, and closers
to ensure reliable operation while keeping original
appearances where possible; carrying out localised
repairs to panels or joints using traditional methods; and

improving the interface between the door assembly and the
surrounding wall construction.

The effectiveness of these upgrades depends on
proper specification, with skilled installation by people
who understand both fire performance and historic joinery,
whilst also understanding how each element contributes
to the whole system. When replacement really is the only
option, the goal is to match the original appearance and
detailing as closely as possible while meeting the required
technical performance.

Importantly, the performance of a fire door must
always be considered as part of a wider system, including
the frame, surrounding construction, ironmongery, and
installation quality.

Regular inspection is essential. Historic buildings move,
doors get heavy use, and environmental conditions change.
What works today might need attention in a few years' time.
Routine checks help catch emerging defects before they
affect performance and ensure that any previous upgrades
remain effective.

Early conversation with conservation stakeholders
makes a huge difference. When fire safety teams and
heritage professionals work together from the start -
involving Historic England principles, conservation officers,
and fire engineers - it is much more likely to find solutions
that work for everyone. The ASFP also highlights the value
of proportionate, reversible interventions in sensitive
buildings.

Sometimes, even after careful upgrading, a heritage door
will not match the performance of a modern doorset.
That's not a failure - it is reality in older buildings. In those
situations, you look at compensatory measures: enhanced
detection and alarm systems, stronger management
procedures and staff training, adjustments to occupancy
where practical, increased inspection regimes, or
improvements to other passive fire protection elements
nearby, such as compartment walls or ceilings.

What really matters to enforcing authorities is being
able to demonstrate that the risks have been properly
assessed and reasonable controls put in place. Clear, honest
documentation of the decisions - the assumptions made,
the door’s role in the fire strategy, interventions completed,
and ongoing management plans - goes a long way towards
building confidence and supporting constructive dialogue
with fire and rescue services.

Heritage fire doors sit at the crossroads of safety,
engineering, and conservation. Getting them right
requires judgement, experience, and a willingness to look
at the building as a whole system rather than isolated
components.

The industry is heading in the right direction - with
standards like BS 8214:2026 putting more weight on
evidence, competence, and proportionate thinking. This
gives those of us responsible for historic buildings a
genuine opportunity to protect both life safety and the
historic built environment for the long term. -




