
Innovative Firefighter PPE attracts Gulf oil 
producers 
One major Abu Dhabi oil producer states in its mission statement, “We will promote an environment of continuous 

improvement while maintaining the highest standards of honesty and integrity in all aspects of our business” and 

includes in its corporate vision for 2020 a number of enabling factors which include “continuously achieving the 

highest standards of health and safety performance in the industry”. 

The approach of the Abu Dhabi Company (ADCO) to its fire safety can leave little doubt that this company takes 

its corporate responsibilities seriously as it has become the first oil producer in the world to invest in the latest 

generation of firefighter clothing for its firefighting teams at its Jabal Dhanah field. A long time user of Bristol 

firefighter clothing, ADCO has been a leader in the adoption of new PPE constructions which over the last 10 

years have included the Ergotech™, introduced some 10 years ago to usher in a new era of lighter weight PPE, 

and, most recently, the innovative XFlex™ design system launched in 2011. ADCO is by no means unusual, as 

the oil producing Gulf States have become regular users of British designed and manufactured firefighter 

protection from fire coats and trousers to helmets, gloves and boots. 

 

Britain is a major supplier of firefighting equipment to the Gulf region whose top 6 producers, Saudi Arabia, UAE, 

Kuwait, Qatar, Oman and Bahrain, together account for a daily output of around 16 million barrels, or just under 

20% of total daily world oil production of some 90 million barrels. Not only do the Gulf States require emergency 

firefighting capability on location at their combined total of 17 major oilfields in the region, but together also have 

23 oil refineries for which on-site firefighting facilities are required. These refineries together produce around 5.75 

million barrels of combined refined oil products daily which represents some 36% of their total oil production. The 

proportions of production refined in the countries of origin varies considerably from as high as 49% in Oman to as 

low as 20% in UAE. 

When protecting firefighters, whether in the oilfields or at refineries and petrochemical processing plants, a major 

consideration must always be a clear recognition of the nature of hydrocarbon fires and the typical environments 

in which firefighters need to work when confronted with the hot fire hazards associated with highly volatile liquids 

such oil and its many by-products. 

Oil production has its own particular hazards associated with the nature of oil and gas extraction as well as 

location. Clearly flame lick and high temperatures associated with oil fires need to be considered alongside the 

dominant prevailing weather conditions at oilfields, many of which in the Gulf States are situated in hot, dry and, 

often, windy locations either on land or at sea. These all combine to make fighting fires in such conditions 

particularly hazardous. Firefighter protection needs to balance the level of physical protection against the dangers 

of either hot or burning oil or gas with the requirement to minimise the internal build-up of heat produced by the 

combination of external and internal heat generation. Externally, the combined effects of the fire and high 



ambient temperatures together produce external conditions not normally associated with typical structural 

firefighting. Internally, rising body temperatures created by prolonged periods of exertion call for the physiological 

impact on the wearer to be carefully considered in the overall risk assessment when specifying protective 

clothing. 

At refineries, the nature of the hazards to which firefighters are exposed is different in a number of respects. In 

particular, refineries involve the use of processing plant which features high temperature water and steam lines 

which present additional hazards. Arnie Arnold, a veteran petrochemical firefighter and refinery site Fire Chief 

and Emergency Response Specialist based in the UK, explained that the special characteristics of hot fires 

associated with hydrocarbon fuel oils present firefighters with a number of challenges which would be rare 

elsewhere. These arise from their proximity to flame and high temperatures, the presence of large volumes of 

water which can become extremely hot and produce dense blankets of steam and the sheer duration of such 

fires and the combined impact of all these on individual firefighters. 

Examples of the injuries which can arise, if particular care is not taken in selecting the right coats, trousers, 

helmets, gloves and boots, include blistered feet, scalding to the body and burns at particular pressure points, 

such as wrists, all of which require protective clothing to be designed using individual materials and fabric 

combinations which provide the best mitigation against these potential injury risks. 

It is a measure of the UK’s reputation as a world leader in firefighter PPE design that so many Gulf oil producers 

have come to rely on products designed and manufactured in Britain. Given the protective benefits of particular 

characteristics in firefighter clothing, which have been recognised through many years’ experience, it is not 

surprising that fire kit meeting the highest international protection standards and which, at the same time, is 

lightweight and highly flexible are in demand throughout the Middle East. The latest designs, such as Bristol’s 

XFlex™, have taken the flexibility of garments to a new level by introducing improved articulation at key points in 

the garments such as at shoulders, elbows and knees, as well as pleats and gussets to enhance wearer 

movement at particular flexpoints. These allow for greater manoeuvrability as well as improved comfort and ease 

of donning and doffing. 

Evidence of the popularity of UK designed PPE comes in the fact that over a dozen different oil and gas 

companies across the UAE, Kuwait, Qatar and Bahrain alone specify Bristol PPE for their company fire services 

along with a growing number in other Gulf States. Several national civil defence forces, responsible for municipal 

firefighting, are also equipped with similar PPE. The type of PPE deployed is being upgraded over time as is 

evidenced by the fact that ADCO is the first to take advantage of the new XFlex™ design, whilst four others are 

users of Ergotech™ designs. Although European Standard (EN469:2005) PPE dominates throughout the Gulf, a 

number of companies also specify kit to the relevant NFPA standard (NFPA 1971:2007). In addition, some 

producers, with production platforms in the waters of the Gulf, use fleet suits for their firefighter protection, 

reflecting the special characteristics of marine environments. 

Ultimately, the effectiveness of firefighter PPE will depend on a number of factors which go beyond the protective 

qualities of individual pieces of clothing. In addition to selecting the right specification for the nature of the 

hazards to which the wearer will be exposed, attention must be paid to ensuring that the clothing is not only 

individually sized and made but that the head-to-toe PPE is fully integrated. Correct fit and kit compatibility are 

the keys to ensuring all round protection as is the correct maintenance of garments to ensure service life integrity. 

The technical fabrics from which today’s PPE is made have protective qualities which can only be fully 

maintained over time by careful management. This will require regular inspection for damage and soiling which 

needs careful repair, washing and decontamination. This should always be to the manufacturer’s specification. 

Given appropriate lifetime care and maintenance, the latest firefighter PPE is designed to provide increased 

service life over previous generations of protective clothing and the specification and selection of the right PPE 

should rightly be seen as an investment in the health and safety of the firefighter. 

For more information visit Bristol Uniforms 
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