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ehind the walls, ceiling and floors

of every commercial building is an

unseen and unacknowledged hazard
that grows larger every year: voice and data
communications cables, The amount of
communications system cabling in build-
ings has increased exponentially since the
emergence of desktop PC's and the cli-
ent/server computing model a generation
ago. In 1991 there were approximately five
billion feet of plenum cable in place. By
Y2K the estimate had grown to 45 bil-
lion feet in 739,000 office buildings, or
1,323 feet of cable per office worker.

Driven by the role that communications
technology plays as the essential work tool
in every kind of workplace and inefhcient
design practices, the amount of cable in
buildings continues to grow rapidly. The
fat bundles of cables found in every mod-
ern building represent serious fire safety
and environmental risks. Facility manag-
ers must acknowledge those risks and

take steps to manage them. New prod-
ucts and design alternatives are available
that reduce the fire and environmental
risks associated with communications
cables, and cut the costs of installation
and management of cable systems.

Fire and smoke hazards

Communications cables in commercial
buildings, much of it installed in plenum
spaces, present a substantial fire hazard.

In 1975, a significant fire occurred in One
World Trade Center in New York City.

An investigation after the fire revealed the
hazard associated with cables running in air
conditioning spaces. Throughout the years,
there have been a number of serious plenum
fires that have caused extensive property
damage and, tragically, loss of life. “Because
of the high volume of air flow in these
horizontal open spaces, fires can spread
with alarming speed and introduce copi-
ous amounts of smoke and gases or fumes
into the ventilation system.” (Peri, 2000)

L

Even at a time before the boom in network
installations that led to today’s dangerous ac-
cumulation of cables, this and other fire in-
vestigations revealed the aggravating role of
cabling in spreading smoke and flame. Every
1,000 feet of four-pair unshielded twisted
pair (UTP) contains approximately 11
pounds of plastic material for insulation and
jacketing, a substantial fuel load that can act
as a"highway” for fire and produce toxic gas-
es from burning, or even overheated, cable.

In 1999 an electrical short ignited the cable
in the plenum of United Airlines Operations
Control Center. Virtually all electrical
equipment was dcstroycd, but fortunately,
United had just completed a back-up center
a few weeks before. Otherwise, their opera-
tions would have virrually shut down.

Environmental hazard

In addition to the fire hazard, the materi-
als used to create the products and the
cable systems within the building represent
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