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“Fully Managed Services 
programmes offer the 

very best in PPE”
Focus on Personal Protective Equipment:

Full clean ahead
Roger Startin, Joint Managing Director of Bristol Uniforms, explores how the UK  

is rising to the challenge of cleaning and maintaining PPE

Fire & Emergency Response
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PPE Focus

Full clean 
ahead

The cleaning and 
maintenance of PPE 
is swiftly becoming 
a priority for the 
fire industry. Roger 
Startin, Joint 
Managing Director 
of Bristol Uniforms, 
explores how the 
UK is rising to the 
challenge  

“More and more we’re finding that FRSs across the UK are 
appointing us on long-term contracts to handle the cleaning 
and repair of their PPE”

T
he provision of cleaning and maintenance 
services for firefighter PPE varies greatly across 
the globe. Whilst servicing is a high priority 
in the UK, USA and parts of Europe, in many 

other countries it is not. Some countries tend to replace 
damaged or heavily soiled garments rather than servicing 
them. In other regions, professional servicing provision 
simply is not available, and firefighters either have their kit 
cleaned at the station, or are expected to use their washing 
machine at home.   

Here in the UK, the industry has always taken cleaning 
and maintenance of kit seriously, with the vast majority 
of UK FRSs now taking up professional managed services 
provision as part of their PPE contract. Fully Managed 
Services packages have been available in the UK for many 
years, offering the gold-standard in care and maintenance, 
with PPE professionally cleaned, inspected and repaired, 
often by the original manufacturer. Recent years have 
seen a significant increase in the take up of Fully Managed 

Services packages in the UK, partly due to convenience and 
competitive pricing, but also partly due to health concerns.   

Several international research studies have explored 
a possible link between carcinogens found in smoke 
particles and higher rates of cancer among firefighters, 
although this link has not been proven statistically. For 
some time, the professional cleaning of PPE following 
a fire-related incident, along with other practices such 
as swift removal of contaminated garments, has been 
highlighted as a practical means of reducing the risk.  

In the UK, the Fire Brigades Union (FBU) has taken 
steps to disseminate practical information and advice 
on how to deal with the threat of contaminants, such as 
using wet wipes to clean the face and neck immediately 
after an incident, showering and changing after removing 
PPE, and always ensuring PPE is properly cleaned and in 
good condition before use. All UK FRSs now follow strict 
guidelines and procedures for doffing garments after fire-
related incidents.
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Standards
Surprisingly, despite the existence of similar guidelines 
across the globe, there is currently only one regulatory 
standard in the world setting criteria for the regular 
cleaning of kit. The National Fire Protection Association 
(NFPA), which covers the USA, Latin America and the 
Asia/Pacific region, created the standard NFPA1851: 2014 
which ‘establishes requirements for the selection, care, 
and maintenance of firefighting protective ensembles to 
reduce health and safety risks associated with improper 
maintenance, contamination, or damage’.

The UK national standards body, the British Standards 
Institute (BSI), has been calling for the creation of a 
European standard similar to that of the NFPA. But Europe 
still rejects calls for a standard that sets firm criteria for 
the cleaning, maintenance, and repair of firefighters’ PPE. 
As a result, the BSI is now working to develop a national 
standard, to ensure best practice at least in the UK.  

Bristol’s Approach
Whilst research into health concerns and the development 
of standards is ongoing, at Bristol Uniforms we continue 
to take cleaning and repair very seriously. More and more 
we are finding that FRSs across the UK are appointing us 
on long-term contracts to handle the cleaning and repair 
of their PPE, and our in-house Managed Services provision 
continues to be a growing part of our UK business.        

In other countries, where possible, we work closely 
with distributors and partners to offer a similar 
high quality service to our customers by 
establishing relationships with reputable 
cleaning contractors. For example, 
Total Safety Clean, Bristol’s 
Distributor in Spain, manages 
all our garment care and 
maintenance in Spain and 
has worked with us for more 
than 20 years. It was the 
first service of its kind to be 
established in the country 
and offers cleaning, repair 
and return within 72 hours. 
Although only 40 per cent 
of fire services in Spain 
currently opt for a specialised 
care and maintenance 
package, the service is 
becoming increasingly popular 
across the country.

The Managed Services Cycle
Where available, Fully Managed Services 
programmes offer the very best in PPE care, 
providing professional care and maintenance 

throughout the lifetime of a garment. As well 
as regular cleaning and de-contamination, 

kit is thoroughly inspected for signs 
of damage or wear, and is swiftly 

repaired. This kind of service 
has obvious advantages over 

cleaning at the station or at 
home. Technical expertise 
and test facilities should 
ensure that original 
performance specifications 
are maintained, and that 
contaminated kit is dealt 
with by professionals in a 

suitable environment.
At Bristol, we offer 

in-house Managed Services 
operations out of our two 

dedicated Service Centres in 
Rainham in Greater London, and 

Staple Hill in Bristol. Increase in 
demand in the UK has led to the recent 

expansion of both centres which now 
handle up to 3,500 items of PPE every week. 

Our service includes collection, cleaning, 

“Fully Managed Services programmes offer the very best in PPE care, 
providing professional care and maintenance throughout the lifetime 
of a garment”
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PPE Focus

decontamination, inspection, maintenance, garment 
tracking, delivery, stock support and online ordering via a 
Wardrobe Management System, in a continuous cycle:
• Bristol Uniforms delivery drivers collect soiled or damaged 

kit from FRSs around the country in a fleet of liveried vans.  
• The garments are transported to one of our two in-house 

Service Centres where they are professionally washed 
and dried.

• Contaminated PPE which has been exposed to toxic or 
hazardous materials is cleaned in a specially controlled 
environment.

• Each garment is thoroughly inspected, and any 
imperfections or damage repaired by our team of skilled 
sewing machinists.

• The garments are checked again, and if they pass the 
inspection, and are fully fit for purpose, they are returned 
to the customer.

• A Service History Log is completed for each item of PPE, 
recording all cleaning, repairs, decontamination and 
inspections. Unique bar codes enable the tracking of each 
item’s life-journey including the date of manufacture, 
and the specific rolls of fabric that were used to create it.

• Collection to delivery is undertaken within a guaranteed 
seven days. 

At Bristol, we do all we can to provide our customers with 
PPE that offers protection from both immediate and long-
term dangers, so that firefighters can confidently focus on 
the job in hand.

Looking to the Future
Now that the wider health implications of smoke 
contamination are coming to light, the ideal response 
would be for all fire services across the world to adopt 
professional cleaning and maintenance packages to offer 
maximum protection to their crews. It will, of course, 
take time and investment before a professional cleaning 
infrastructure can be established in many areas of the 
world, but it is heartening to see the UK fire industry 
leading the way and setting a good example on the 
world stage.  

In the meantime, now that we have greater 
understanding of the cause of the problem, there are 
practical measures all firefighters can take on board to 
minimise their risk. At the same time, the industry needs 
to continue to work together to share best practice, 
research findings and innovations, so that we can quickly 
and significantly improve the long-term health of the 
world’s firefighters.

“At Bristol, we do all we can to provide our customers with PPE that 
offers protection from both immediate and long-term dangers, so that 
firefighters can confidently focus on the job in hand”
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