
Reducing Water Consumption
in the Testing of
Fire Protection Systems
With heightened concerns around water usage, rising costs and environmental awareness there is an increased 
community consciousness in relation to unnecessary water consumption. While water based fire protection systems are 
designed to be operated only when there is a fire, these need to be regularly inspected and tested to help ensure they will 
operate when needed. Inspection and testing regimes confirm both the operation and performance of the systems, and 
although necessary, this generally consumes potable water.

operation of pressure relief valves by reducing 

the operating pressure of the pump where the 

pump duty significantly exceeds the system 

requirement..

Recirculation
This initiative comprises installation of  a 

recirculation system to capture water 

discharged during a test and re-circulate it back

into the system. This initiative is applicable to 

pump boosted systems which are suitable 

for pressure setting adjustment or pressure 

reduction initiatives. 

Capture and Re-use
Water from testing activities can be captured 

and re-used for other purposes including:

++ Toilets and sanitary fittings

++ Urban irrigation

++ Donated to municipal councils for street 

cleaning.

Improved Drain-down Zoning
Alterations to fire sprinkler systems normally 

require the water in the system to be drained 

down. For buildings that undergo regular 

changes this can result in a significant quantity 

of water use when draining and refilling the 

system. By installing subsidiary stop valves and/

or check valves to zone the system, coupled 

with local drain valves in each zone, this avoids 

the need to drain the entire system when work 

is to be undertaken in only one part of the 

building. It also has an increased safety benefit 

in minimising the area of the system that is 

impaired.

Drain-down Management
This is a non-physical initiative using 

management principles to plan, monitor and 

review system modifications to reduce the 

need for system drain-down. 

There are a number of worthwhile 
initiatives that can be considered to reduce 
water consumption when testing or altering
operational fire sprinkler systems or other 
water based fire protection systems, such 
as fire hydrant & fire hose reel systems. 

Pressure Setting Adjustment
This initiative is applicable to systems that have 

booster pumps to achieve the required system 

performance. Over time it has been found that 

many fire pump pressure relief valves aren’t set

properly, operating too early and unnecessarily 

discharging water during regular weekly/ 

monthly testing. There are four main areas of 

focus for this initiative:

1.	 Optimising the pressure relief valve setting.

2.	Increasing pressure relief valve setting in 

diesel pump raw water cooling lines to 

minimise discharge to drain.

3.	Adjusting pump start pressures in multi pump 

installations so that the 2 pumps do not start 

together.

4.	Provision of a pressure schedule.

Monthly Testing
The 2005 revision to the Australian Standard 

AS1851 Fire System Maintenance series 

of standards provided an option to adopt 

monthly testing in lieu of weekly frequency, 

as traditionally has been required. Further, the 

2012 revision now does not refer to weekly 

testing at all. Adopting monthly testing in lieu 

of weekly testing has the obvious water saving 

advantage of conducting only 12 monthly tests 

in lieu of 52 weekly tests saving around 75%

of the water used in this component of the 

maintenance regime.

Pressure Reduction
Similar to pressure setting adjustment the 

objective of this initiative is aimed at avoiding 
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Strategies include:

++ Use of impairment notice system to justify need 

to drain the system.

++ Consideration of alternatives to drain down.

++ Programming and consolidation of works to 

minimise frequency of drain-downs.

The suitability of each of these initiatives will 

vary from site to site and from system to system, 

however the first three initiatives are likely to be the 

most cost effective to implement for a majority of

buildings.

Further insights are available from the Victorian 

Building Authority (VBA) “Practice Note” titled; PN

2007 - 61 Water Saving Options Available When 

testing Fire Safety. It can be downloaded from the 

Plumbing Industry section of the VBA website,

www.vba.vic.gov.au.
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