
As mentioned in our last article
(Firewatch!, March 2004), a UL

test standard has been overlooked by
much of the fire protection industry: UL
299, Dry Chemical Fire Extinguishers,
Seventh Edition, published in July 1982,
and effective on January 27, 1984. 
The following is a brief recap of this
standard’s history. 

After much testing with live fires 
and novice operators in the late 1970s, 
UL 299 was revised to require any extin-
guisher weighing more than 12 lb (gross
weight) and having a 2-A rating and/or
20-B rating or higher to use a hose.
Having a hose on an extinguisher makes
it very difficult to hold the extinguisher
in any other position than upright, and
makes it easy to properly direct the dis-

charge of agent. Before the new stan-
dard, 5 lb, 6 lb, 10 lb, and even 20 lb
extinguishers were being manufactured
without a hose assembly, using only a
fixed nozzle.

In addition, testing helped to develop
new operating instructions that used
pictograms, which proved to be more
easily understood. The new operating
instructions and use codes became
mandatory with the 1984 edition of UL
299 and the adoption of this standard by
the fire codes.

The reality is that thousands of extin-
guishers manufactured prior to January
27, 1984, are still being used and 
serviced today. It would be cost-effective
and make good fire protection sense 
to replace these stored-pressure (non-

cartridge operated) units with more
effective, modern extinguishers. 

So why replace outdated extinguish-
ers?

If the old unit is not replaced…
• The extinguisher will be more than 

twenty years old and will not have a 
factory warranty.

• The extinguisher will have gone 
through at least three six-year 
maintenance cycles and at least one 
hydrotest.

• The manufacturer may no longer 
be in business, placing the sole 
responsibility on the servicing 
organization.

• UL-listed parts and agent are 
probably not available, thus voiding 

A Hands-On Maintenance Guide for   
BY FEMA



    Replacing Outdated Fire Extinguishers

the UL listing and violating NFPA 
standards as well as state, local, 
and even federal codes.

• As proven by novice fire testing, 
the extinguisher will be more difficult 
to use.

If the old unit is replaced with a 
new one…
• Simple, clear pictograms on 

extinguishers made after 1984 are 
easier to understand, even without 
command of the English language.

• The profit margin made on service 
may not be as high as assumed 
because of labor and transportation 
costs that are not fixed.

• The end user ends up with a new 
unit, meeting the latest in design and 

testing, with a new factory warranty.
• The unit will be more effective when 

a novice operator better understands 
the pictograms and will more likely 

hold the unit in an upright position.

We’ve created a special reference guide
to be used by technicians inspecting,
servicing, and maintaining fire extin-
guishers out in the field—see page 22.
For additional copies of this guide or for
more information on this topic, please
contact FEMA, the Life Safety Group,
at (216) 241-7333. ❖
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