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‘SMOKE’ TYPE BUILDING SECURITY SYSTEMS 
 
ISSUE 
 
Alberta Municipal Affairs has become aware that ‘smoke’ type building security systems are being 
distributed in Canada and are being considered by owners of existing buildings to increase the 
security of building contents against theft. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
This type of system is usually employed to protect a defined area within a building and operates on 
activation of an intrusion alarm. Activation of the system heating element vaporizes and 
discharges a mixture of glycol and distilled water producing the ‘smoke’. 
 
When discharged the ‘smoke’ floods the protected area severely hampering visibility, creating a 
condition the generator control unit can maintain for several hours. The goal of this type of 
security system is to either deter entry or impair visibility within the protected area sufficient to 
prevent theft. 
 
It has been questioned whether ‘smoke’ type building security systems are consistent with the 
objectives of the Alberta Fire Code. Use and activation of these type of systems give rise to the 
following concerns: 
 

a) Reduced or obstructed visibility of exit lighting, exit signs and emergency lighting. 
b) Reduced or obstructed visibility of the means of egress and exits. 
c) Reduced or obstructed visibility of emergency system devices such as pull stations, and 

emergency equipment such as fire extinguishers. 
d) The activation of the building fire alarm system by devices such as smoke detectors. 
e) Response by a municipal fire department in the absence of a fire or other emergency. 
f) The accidental activation of the security system by a municipal fire department when 

responding to a real fire or other emergency. 
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g) The accidental activation of the security system when the building is occupied during 
normal business hours, or out of normal business hours when occupied by service 
personnel. 

h) The potential entrapment of persons either lawfully or unlawfully in the building 
during a real fire or other emergency. 

 
CODE REQUIREMENTS 
 
In discussing its relationship with the Alberta Building Code, the Alberta Fire Code 
acknowledges it, “establishes a satisfactory standard for fire prevention, fire fighting and life 
safety in buildings in use, including standards for the conduct of activities causing fire hazards, 
maintenance of fire safety equipment and egress facilities…” 
 
Sentence 2.1.2.2.(1). Hazardous Activities  
Activities which, in the opinion of the authority having jurisdiction, create a hazard and which 
are not allowed for in the original design shall not be carried out in a building unless provisions 
are made to alleviate the hazard and permission is obtained in writing from the authority having 
jurisdiction to carry out such activities. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The installation of a smoke type building security system may be inconsistent with the guiding 
principles and provisions of the Alberta Fire Code. 
 
These systems should not be installed in buildings where, in the opinion of the authority having 
jurisdiction, the installation would have the potential to: 

a) constitute a hazardous activity, 
b) create a visual obstruction of life safety systems, equipment, devices and means of 

egress, or 
c) generally create an unsafe environment for building occupants, including emergency 

personnel 
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