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Background
The Covid-19 pandemic has encouraged 
and facilitated a change in human hygiene 
behaviours, including a significant 
increase in the use of alcohol-based hand 
rubs or sanitisers in portable containers. 
This increased demand and the coinciding 
disruption of supply chains caused by the 
pandemic resulted in some governments 
and organisations stockpiling medical 
supplies, including sanitisers. Bulk storage 
of sanitisers is often located in large 
warehouses but may also be found in 
other types of buildings. Property owners 
need to be aware of the risks and 
recommended protection measures when 
considering this type of storage in a 
facility. 

Discussion
Sanitisers generally contain a high 
concentration of alcohol (typically about 
75 to 80% ethanol based on World 
Health Organisation guidelines) along 
with water and minor additives. When 

storing ignitable liquids, including 
sanitisers, understanding the flashpoint 
(minimum temperature at which sufficient 
vapour is given off to form an ignitable 
mixture with air) and its consequences is 
critical. When assessing the adequacy of 
fire protection systems, other important 
characteristics to consider include 
concentration, boiling point, viscosity, the 
presence of polar solvents, water 
miscibility, container type (metal or 
plastic), container volume, and overall 
storage volume. Large-scale fire testing 
conducted for the NFPA 30 standard 
indicates that ignitable liquids in plastic 
containers (which form a significant 
portion of sanitiser products in the 
market) create a fire scenario that is very 
challenging to control using traditional 
sprinkler systems and protection 
schemes. Thus, storage of this type that is 
introduced into warehouses, 
manufacturing plants or other types of 
facilities should be thoroughly assessed 
and protected, as recommended. 
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been an increased demand 
for hand sanitiser throughout the world. Hand sanitiser is an ignitable 
liquid, and its bulk storage introduces the potential for a high challenge 
fire that spreads quickly and may compromise a building’s fire protection 
system.  When storing this product, building owners and occupiers 
should give careful consideration to this elevated fire risk and possible 
mitigation measures. 

https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/all-codes-and-standards/list-of-codes-and-standards/
https://www.fmglobal.com/research-and-resources/fm-global-data-sheets
https://www.fmglobal.com/research-and-resources/fm-global-data-sheets
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Property Protection Considerations
When considering the storage of hand 
sanitiser, a comprehensive risk assessment 
should be conducted that addresses local 
regulations, property protection and 
business interruption impacts. Some key 
considerations are:

 ̤ Fire protection systems: Are existing 
fire protection systems adequate? 
Sprinkler systems may need to be 
upgraded to include, for example, in-
rack sprinklers and horizontal barriers. 
Depending on the product and 
configuration, some solutions may 
necessitate the inclusion of a foam 
additive. In some circumstances, it may 
be necessary to adapt the storage 
configuration to achieve a fire protection 
solution in line with the requirements of 
a recognised code. 

 ̤ Separation: Can the quantity of storage 
be reduced? Can the sanitiser be stored 
in a detached, low-value building or 
structure? An example would be the use 
of bunded ignitable liquid or shipping 
containers located an adequate 
distance from the property. 

 ̤ Fire partitioning: Is the ignitable liquid 
storage separated from other vulnerable 
occupancies using fire resisting 
construction?

 ̤ Containment and drainage: Are 
suitable containment and drainage 
measures provided? Can ignitable 
liquids spills and sprinkler water 
discharge be directed to a safe point 
external to the building?

 ̤ Ignition and human element 
controls: Are appropriate controls in 
place to manage storage, ignition 
sources and potential flammable 
atmospheres? These might include hot 
work and contractor management, 
battery charging arrangements, 
electrical inspections, risk assessments, 
emergency plans, and storage controls 
including flue space management 
within racking.

If you would like to learn more about this or other  
technical issues associated with loss prevention and control, 
contact our Risk Engineering Services team.

The guidance contained in this document, in the opinion of Swiss Re Corporate Solutions, is sound, reasonable and may help to reduce the risk of property loss and business 
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