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Collaboration of Fire Protection and Historic Preservation

Many times, the goals and objectives of fire protection engineers and historic preservation officers and architects clash during the renovation of historic properties. Frequently, the retrofitting of new fire protection systems to protect the building and occupants is designed in ways that are antithetical to the nature of historic preservation. Likewise, protecting historic fabric from the intrusion of fire protection systems is often in conflict with the protection of life and the building itself.

In August 2006, an extremely significant renovation project was closed out in Cleveland, Ohio. While there, the aspects of protecting the historic fabric and life safety came together to reach a common goal: protect lives while also protecting the historic nature of the Howard M. Metzenbaum U.S. Courthouse. GSA’s Regional Fire Protection Engineer and Regional Historical Prevention Officer worked in concert to review the fire protection and life safety requirements necessary for this vast renovation project. By doing so, fire protection and life safety systems and equipment were recommended and approved in a performance based application instead of using prescriptive requirements. The results were extremely successful and the project won multiple awards for design and historic preservation and restoration.

That effort of jointly reviewing fire protection projects has continued in the GSA Great Lakes Region and included the complete replacement of the fire alarm system and a complete retrofitting of sprinklers for the historic Robert A. Grant Federal Building and U.S. Courthouse in South Bend, Indiana. A similar replacement of the fire alarm system was recently completed in the E. Ross Adair Federal Building and U.S. Courthouse in Ft. Wayne, Indiana.

However, this collaboration’s greatest impact has been on the design for the complete replacement of the fire alarm system and complete retrofit of sprinklers in the historic Birch Bayh Federal Building and U.S. Courthouse in Indianapolis, Indiana. This project creates several challenging situations in which the Historic Preservation Architect and the Fire Protection Engineer must work closely in order to achieve excellence. But the established, proven foundation enables GSA to approach the challenge with confidence and success.

The disciplines of fire protection engineering and historic preservation have had a rather stormy relationship over the years. Typically, historic properties lack the life safety elements required for modern code compliance. There is a very real need to retrofit these properties with technology to ensure a safe facility exists. From the perspective of a fire protection engineer, these facilities must be heavily protected in order to overcome their life safety deficiencies. After all, modern codes were developed because of disastrous fires in similar buildings that resulted in thousands of deaths.

At the same time, Historic Preservation Officers view these older properties as treasures meant to be protected and restored. Many times the architecture is unique or indicative of a specific period in this country’s history. Priceless art, architecture, or design elements often make up the historical fabric of these facilities as well. Installing modern fire protection equipment in these spaces can quickly generate dissent within the preservation community and create the potential for deep and divisive conflict within a renovation project.

Within the Public Buildings Service, Great Lakes Region, these two professions have taken a different approach to renovation projects. The Historic Preservation Officer has taken the approach that life safety is a critical priority in renovation projects involving historic properties. Meanwhile, the Lead Fire Protection Engineer has taken the position that historic properties are nationally important and has made historic preservation a high priority in the design and installation of fire protection and life safety systems. Through empathetic design, both parties strive for a common goal by helping each other reach their own.

This works primarily through communication which creates a culture within each group that broadens its view to include the other. It is a foundational awareness that in the end, everyone has the same goal – the preservation and protection of high value properties and those that enjoy them. Rather than fostering parochial, antithetical perspectives, we have built our efforts upon the common ground we share.

Every region can enjoy as much success as the Great Lakes Region. However, for that success to take place, concentrated effort must be focused on relationship building, cooperation, and communication. Empathetic design should become second nature. Furthermore, where such successes take place, it is equally important that both groups, and regional management, take note and reinforce the culture of collaboration.
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