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Introduction 
Electronic cigarettes, or ‘e-cigarettes’ as they’re more commonly known, were first introduced 
into the European retail market in 2006, just one year before Britain’s indoor smoking ban. Ten 
years’ later, an estimated two and a half million people in the UK are thought to use these devices 
regularly. 

Under current law, smoking tobacco in an indoor workplace is a criminal 
offence in Britain, regardless of employer attitudes. Breaches of the 2007 
smoking ban can result in a £50 – £200 fine for offending employees.  
 
However, e-cigarettes are exempt from smoke-free legislation as no substances 
are burnt during the inhalation process. 

A key consideration for building managers where vaping is permitted has to 
be life safety. Specifically, whether e-cigarette vapours can cause increased 
fire detection false alarms and what they can do to tackle the risk. 

£1,000,000,000

Over the last two decades, despite the annual number of false fire alarms 
in the UK having decreased by more than 42 per cent, the problem is still 
prevalent. 

These occurrences account for over half of all emergency call-outs and it 
is estimated they cost the British taxpayer around one billion pounds in 
wasted time and resources every year. False alarms can also put safety at 
risk by causing unnecessary panic which can lead to injuries. With these 
issues in mind, it’s no surprise that reducing false alarms is one of the 
biggest fire safety issues being confronted by facilities managers currently.

So, can vaping affect fire safety devices in a way that causes them to fault? 

Vaping, as its name would suggest, results in the release of water vapour 
into the immediate area. Although there have been few reports of 
e-cigarettes causing operational issues with smoke detectors, technically, 
it is possible, especially with less advanced products. 
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To understand how e-cigarette vapour will affect different smoke detectors, 
there needs to be a better understanding of the particle size and distribution 
of the aerosols produced. 

The Department of Chemistry at Monmouth University measured the particle 
size of e-cigarette vapour in an undiluted state using a spectral transmission 
procedure. 

The study found that the particles are typically between 0.25 – 0.45 microns, 
which is actually comparable to tobacco smoke.

In addition, e-cigarette particles that reach a smoke detector will 
actually be diluted, having mixed with saliva in the mouth, creating 
particle sizes more comparable to steam. It must therefore be expected 
for e-cigarettes to affect smoke detectors in the same way as steam does.

This means that if someone is standing directly under a detector and 
creating a generous amount of e-cigarette vapour, then the density of 
particles entering the chamber may cause smoke detectors to alarm.

By choosing the most advanced and reliable smoke detectors on the market today, facilities 
managers can reduce the risk of false alarms from both steam and e-cigarette smoke. 

For example, there are detectors which contain a honeycomb structured mesh, specifically 
designed to maximise smoke flow and improve tolerance against insects, dust and steam. 
If steam comes into contact with the mesh, it is forced to diffuse through it, resulting in the 
dissipation of vapour particles and reducing the risk of a false alarm. Devices which make use of 
smaller apertures (around 0.4mm) with a wider aperture ratio have improved smoke flow which 
also helps boost tolerance against dust and steam.
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Although it is unlikely that a smoke alarm can be 
triggered by e-cigarette vapour, facilities managers and 
building owners should take the necessary precautions 
if vaping is allowed in their premises. 

By investing in high-end and robust life safety systems, 
specifically designed to be more tolerant to vapour and 
steam, the likelihood of false alarms occurring can be 
significantly reduced.

To find out more about Hochiki Europe,  
visit www.hochikieurope.com

Smoke detectors use optical 
technology, so if smoke enters 
the chamber an infrared light 
source will be scattered by 
the smoke particles and the 
device will alarm. 

To protect against false 
alarms from vapour,  
high-end products use an 
optimum scattering angle 
between the infrared LED 
and the photo diode which 
reduces sensitivity in the case 
of steam-like vapour.
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Note to Editors 

For over 100 years Hochiki has led the way in the design and manufacturer of innovative life safety 
solutions. Its leading edge commercial and industrial fire detection and emergency lighting products 
have acquired global acceptance as the benchmark for high-integrity and long-term reliability.
 
With global group sales turnover exceeding £400m, Hochiki is a wholly independent, multinational, 
publicly listed group of company with over 2,000 employees working across six manufacturing plants, 
38 sales offices and 14 subsidiaries.

Its ongoing commitment to manufacturing innovation ensures customer satisfaction and its production 
facilities in Japan, the USA and Europe offer international continuity in quality, service and supply.

For further information please contact: 

Paul Adams, Marketing Manager, Hochiki Europe (UK) Ltd
E:  padams@hochikieurope.com
Tel:  +44 (0) 1634 266568

For Press Information and hi res images, please contact: 

Emma Sivakumaran or Danielle Griffiths at Tangerine 
E:  emmas@tangerinecomms.com  
or danielle.griffiths@tangerinecomms.com 
T:  +44 (0) 161 817 6600


