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Burning, wind-lashing, and drenching are all in a day's work in the
cavernous test chambers of insurer FM Global. The objective: Unmask
the secrets of disasters, the better to avert them. By Stuart F. Brown

cluster of buildings in rural Rhode Is
land plays host to every catastrophe
known to man: hl}rricanes,hailstorms,
fiery infernos, dust explosions, you
name it. In fact, none of those mishaps
are caused by nature. They are all
made by a company called FM
Global, a $2.8-billion-a-year mutual
insurer of commercial and industrial

properties. Founded in 1835 by an
industrialist who believed that owners of well-protected proper
ties should be rewarded with lower rates, FM Global preaches a
philosophy of "loss prevention" to its clients, which include more
than a third of the companies on the FORTUNE 1,000.

Last year FM Global opened a $78 million research campus
in West Glocester, where it can replicate all those disasters and
then some. The campus replaces an earlier, smaller lab at the site;
its centerpiece is the "large-burn lab," a cavernous indoor space
the size of two football fields where full-scale warehouse fires
are replicated to devise better ways of preventing them.

International Paper Co. in Stamford, Conn., is one client that
has long benefited from FM Global's application of science and
engineering to the reduction of risk. About 20 years ago the pa
per industry suffered a devastating series of warehouse fires that
couldn't easily be explained.

"We lost several buildings, and without the work that FM did,
we still wouldn't know why we were burning down warehouses,"
says Rodney Marchand, IP's property risk manager. To unravel
the mystery, FM Global's engineers staged a paper warehouse
fire under carefully instrumented conditions. What they observed
was startling: The tall air space between the ceiling and the tops
of 30-foot stacks of huge paper rolls was acting like a chimney. It
drew hot combustion gases upward in a roiling flow so powerful
that it deflected the spray of water from overhead sprinklers to
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HOT TIMES IN
THE LARGE-BURN LAB

What's the best way to stop an
industrial fire that threatens to

incinerate your plant? In FM

Global's cavernous lab, engineers

explore a machine-fire scenario.

The liquid storage tank at the base
of the fire contains mineral oil

flammable stuff commonly used in

hydraulic systems and as an

industrial lubricant. The engineers

first rupture the tank, as might

happen in a major mishap, letting
the fluid flow into a "containment

vessel" around it. Then they ignite
the mess. Think of a fire in the moat

surrounding a castle, and you get

the idea. The heat released by this

fire was roughly equivalent to a
three-bed room-house fire at its

peak. Tests like this help engineers
calculate how much fire

suppression gear is prudent.




