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Is your firefighting PPE certified, and what
does that mean?
PPE certification is not a guarantee of protection, but it does let fire
departments know which products have been test to the minimum
performance standard

Aug 19, 2014

Mandatory third-party certi�cation has been in place for �re�ghter PPE since the early 1990s. In the
approximate 25 years since its introduction, this requirement has helped the �re service better
recognize products that comply with the various National Fire Protection Association standards.

Prior to that time, product manufacturers were allowed to do their own testing and self-declare that
their gear met the respective standards. While some may argue that certi�cation goes too far and
adds unnecessary cost to protective clothing and equipment, the vast majority of end users agree that
certi�cation makes their lives easier and safer.

The process of establishing standards for turnout gear and other forms of emergency response
clothing and equipment entails deciding on the right type of requirements to o�er minimum levels of
protection and how compliance with the requirements is properly demonstrated.

All NFPA standards for PPE include requirements for third-party certi�cation. As the name implies, this
certi�cation is carried out by an organization that is independent of the manufacturer and thus o�ers
an impartial assessment.

In fact, NFPA speci�es that only organizations that are accredited speci�cally for certifying protective
clothing and equipment can perform certi�cation. In addition, certi�cation organizations have to
demonstrate competency in being able to run the various tests found in each the standards and have
those capabilities accredited as well.
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Certifying the certi�ers
Even the accreditation organizations that qualify the certi�cation organizations themselves have to be
accredited. The hope is that this process manages to prevent any slipshod practices, whether
intended or not, from bringing unsuitable gear to the marketplace.

Though the process is not perfect, �re service PPE certi�cation entails one of the highest quality
conformity assessment processes of any protective clothing and equipment in world.

Certi�cation is much more than just testing against the requirements in a standard. It entails a much
more thorough review to ensuring that products will conform to the standard.

The actual testing is relatively limited. In most cases, only a few samples are subjected to various tests
and evaluations. This level of sampling is by no means statistically representative of the large
numbers of product that are manufactured.

Quality-assurance programs
Certi�cation relies on the manufacturer's implementation of a comprehensive quality-assurance
program. It provides details of the manufacturing process to enable consistent material and
component selection as well as their assembly into a �nal product the same way each time.

A good program is about recordkeeping and the ability to trace each part that goes into a product's
construction. The certi�cation organization must review the manufacturer's quality-assurance
program and audit this process at least twice a year.

Auditors collect samples from various manufacturing plants and send them to the laboratory for
follow-on testing. This will determine if the product still meets the requirements in the standard. Thus,
certi�cation is an ongoing process and not just one-time quali�cation.

Certi�cation organizations will only certify products that have completely met all requirements in the
standard as well as any others the certi�cation organization has. For example, certi�cation
organizations generally require manufacturers to have certain minimum levels of product liability
insurance — NFPA has several requirements such as having programs for safety alerts and product
recall.

No guarantee
Certi�cation organizations are also responsible for investigating any complaints of malperformance in
the �eld of any certi�ed product.

If a �re department �nds a problem with a particular product and thinks it is related to its
certi�cation, the certi�cation organization is obliged to look into the matter, conduct an investigation
if warranted and report its �ndings back to the organization initiating the complaint.

The �re service relies on products being certi�ed to knowing whether a product is appropriate or not.
In general, this reliance is a good thing because individual �rst responders have some con�dence that
the product meets a minimum standard.
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On the other hand, meeting the minimum standard is no guarantee that protection will be o�ered to
�rst responders in all cases. Many departments choose to exceed the minimum requirements and
rely on the certi�cation data as the prerequisite for considering any product for implementation
within their own organization.

Labeled
Questions arise all the time as to whether products are certi�ed. All certi�ed products a label
indicating that the product meets the respective NFPA standard. This statement is exact wording from
the standard itself that must be put on the label clearly identifying the standard and the edition of
that standard.

In addition, the product label must also display the certi�cation organization's mark or logo as
evidence of certi�cation. Each certi�cation organization will only permit those manufacturers that fully
qualify within their own programs to use their mark. Fraudulent use of a certi�cation organization's
mark will lead to legal action.

Fire�ghters also can go to the certi�cation organization's web site to determining whether the product
is listed. Third-party certi�cation requires products be listed when certi�ed.

Each certi�cation organization maintains a list of certi�ed products to the di�erent standards for
which it provides certi�cation services. The two principal certi�cation organizations in the U.S. are the
Safety Equipment Institute seinet.org and Underwriters' Laboratories ul.com.

Code cracker
The most e�ective way to �nd all products listed to a given standard is to have the category code.

These category codes vary with each standard. Some common product category codes for the UL
website for certi�ed structural �re�ghting clothing against NFPA 1971 include QGVC for garments and
hoods, QGVC for helmets, QGVA for gloves, and QGVK for footwear.

The actual listings will indicate speci�c manufacturer and the respective products have been certi�ed.
In most cases, products are identi�ed by their model number and may include a list of certain
features that have been quali�ed.

The way that di�erent manufacturer products are broken down into these listings may vary with the
certi�cation organization, but generally there should be some identi�er such as a model or style
number that can be used to identify the correct product.

If the product you are inquiring about is not in the list then you should �rst check with the
manufacturer and then the certi�cation organization.

Ever changing
NFPA standards' certi�cation is not inde�nite; it is an ongoing and has a limited life. Approximately
every �ve years, NFPA standards are updated through a revision process.
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In all cases, products have to be certi�ed to the newest edition at the time they are manufactured at
some �xed time after the standard's new edition has been released. This means that only current
certi�ed products can be listed.

This further means that products cannot be certi�ed to older editions and that products after grace
period must be removed from the shelves unless certi�ed to the new edition of the standard.

Products in the �eld are grandfathered to the standard when they were certi�ed. An existing product
does not fall out of compliance just because a new edition of a standard has been introduced.

Our hope is that all �re and emergency service organizations use only products that comply with the
NFPA standards. These standards include certain rigors to impose minimum requirements deemed to
provide appropriate levels of minimum protection to �re�ghters and other �rst responders.

The standards cannot guarantee protection under all conditions, yet the use and recognition of
certi�ed products is one way to help minimize the risks of the extremely hazardous work undertaken
by the �re and emergency services.
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