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ISSUE:  
 
 Acceptability and maintenance of exterior exit stairs and fire escapes. 
 
CODE REQUIREMENTS: 
 

1. Unenclosed stairs: 
a. The stairs may be constructed of metal or wood. The steps are to have a rise of 

8 ¼ inches or less and a run of 9 inches or more.  
b. When the occupant load is 10 or more in R occupancies or 30 or more in other 

occupancies, the wall separating the stairs from the building is to be one (1) 
hour fire rated (FR) construction, openings that are located within 10 feet of 
the stairs or exit path are to be protected by ¾ hour FR assemblies. Openings 
on to the stairs are to be limited to those necessary for egress from normally 
occupied spaces.  

                 Exception: Buildings that are protected throughout by an approved        
                                    automatic sprinkler system.  

2. Existing fire escapes: 
a. Fire escapes are allowed to continue to be used provided they are constructed 

of non-combustible materials and extend to the ground or have a counter-
balanced ladder that extends to ground level.  

b. Exterior wall openings located within 10 feet of the fire escape are to be 
protected by ¾ hour FR assemblies.  

Exceptions: Buildings protected throughout by an approved automatic           
                    sprinkler system. Buildings not exceeding two stories in       
                    height. 

3. Maintenance: Exterior stairs and fire escapes are to be structurally sound and 
maintained clear of snow, ice and foreign materials. 

 
PROBLEM: 
 

1. Stairways that were once open stairs and are now enclosed with screens or heavier 
construction may need to be upgraded to meet the requirements of an enclosed 
stairway, e.g. one (1) hour FR walls and one (1) hour FR opening protection. 

2. Existing exterior walls that are of combustible construction or that do not meet the 
detailed requirements for a fire wall need to be addressed. 

3. The protection of openings near exterior exitways that presently have openable 
windows needs to be addressed. 

4. Non code required fire escapes may not have been maintained. 
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MFD ACCEPTABLE COMPLIANCE: 
  
 1. Enclosed stairs, which include screened-in stairs, are to meet the requirements of a   
                building shaft, when applicable. This may require one (1) hour FR walls and one (1)  
                hour FR protection of openings. (MSFC) 
 2. When the walls that separate the exterior open stairs from the building are required to  
                be one (1) hour FR, this department accepts one (1) hour FR construction (or  
                equivalent) on the interior or occupied side of the wall. The exterior wall construction  
                may remain as is. Openings from the building are to be protected in accordance with  
                this policy when any point of an opening is within a 10 foot radius of any part of the  
                stairs, landing, railing or balcony. (MFD Policy)  
 3. Protection of openings: 
  a. ¼ inch wired glass fixed in place in steel frames may be used in lieu of ¾ hour  
                           or one (1) hour FR protection. (MFD Policy) 
  b. Existing openings may continue in use provided that they are protected as  
                           outlined in this policy. 
  c. Buildings with the highest occupied floor not more than 3 floors above the  
                           lowest level of exit discharge: openings within 10 feet of exterior fire escapes  
                           or exterior exit stairs are not required to be protected by fire rated construction  
                           when all of the following features are provided: 

(1) Each dwelling unit has access to 2 exits, Each exit is to have a 
separate atmosphere from the other exit. 

(2) The building has a fire alarm and detection system consisting of 
smoke detectors in enclosed stairways and corridors, heat detectors 
in storage and mechanical rooms, heat detectors located within the 
rooms that have unprotected openings located within 10 feet of the 
exit stairs or fire escapes. 

  d. Buildings with the highest occupied floor not more than 5 floors above the    
                           lowest level of exit discharge: openings within 10 feet of exterior fire escapes  
                           or exterior stairs are not required to be protected by fire rated construction  
                           when all of the following features are provided: 

(1) Each dwelling unit has access to 2 exits, Each exit is to have a separate 
atmosphere from the other exit. 

(2) The building is to have a certified fire detection and alarm system (see 
MFD Policy # 9-11) with detection located as outlined in c (2) above.   
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         4. Maintenance: When it appears that an exterior stair or fire escape may not be  
              structurally sound , this department requires that a structural engineer certify that the  
              stair or fire escape meets the requirements of the MSFC.  
              Fire escapes and exterior exit stairs are required to be certified by a structural engineer       
              every five (5) years. A copy of the certification is to be submitted to MFD. (MFD Policy) 
 
  
         5. Fire escapes that are not code required are to be maintained or removed from the  
   building. A fire escape gives the “appearance of protection” and may be used by  
              building occupants or firefighters during an emergency. Designated historical  
              buildings or buildings located within a historical district may be required by other  
              agencies to be kept in place, these fire escapes are to be maintained in accordance  
              with the fire code and this policy. 
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