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1.0 Purpose statement 

The purpose of this document is to provide FPA Australia members and other stakeholders in the 
fire protection industry with information on the application of primary and secondary reference 
documents in accordance with the Building Code of Australia (BCA).  In particular this Information 
Bulletin discusses how to determine which edition of BCA reference documents must be complied 
with in order to meet the minimum requirements established by the BCA’s Deemed-to-Satisfy 
Provisions. 

2.0 Audience  

This Information Bulletin is intended for: 

(i) FPA Australia members 

(ii) Other key stakeholders involved in the design, installation, commissioning, certification, 
inspection and testing, and maintenance of fire protection systems and equipment in 
buildings. 

3.0 BCA requirements and referenced documents 

By inter-governmental agreement, all states and territories in Australia reference the Building Code 
of Australia (BCA)—volumes one and two of the National Construction Code (NCC) series—as part 
of the regulatory requirements for construction of buildings classified by the Code.   

The goal of the BCA is to: 

“...enable the achievement of nationally consistent, minimum necessary standards of 
relevant safety (including structural safety and safety from fire), health, amenity and 
sustainability objectives efficiently.” 

Compliance with the BCA is achieved by demonstrating compliance with the BCA’s Performance 
Requirements. This can be achieved by formulating an Alternative Solution or complying with the 
Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions.   

Throughout the Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions of the BCA, references are made to other 
documents.  These documents are listed in Specification A1.3 of the BCA and known as primary 
reference documents. 

Primary reference documents predominantly include Australian Standards, but also include ISO 
standards, standards published by international bodies and other reference documents.  The BCA 
determines the edition required to be complied with and the extent to which compliance is required 
in order to meet the minimum requirements established by the Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions. 

Primary reference documents however often reference additional documents thereby known as 
secondary reference documents (because they are not directly referenced by the BCA but are 
referenced by documents that the BCA adopts).  Figure 1, below, illustrates this landscape. 



 
 

Application of Primary and 
Secondary Reference Documents 
under the Building Code of Australia 

FPA Australia aims to promote the protection of life, property and the 
environment from fire and related emergencies. 

 
Information Bulletin IB 

09 
Application of Primary and Secondary Reference Documents under the 
Building Code of Australia 

Version 1         Page 4 

 
Figure 1 – Adoption of Primary and Secondary Reference Documents 
 

As mentioned above, compliance with primary reference documents is prescribed to be in full, or in 
part, throughout the Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions of the BCA. Also Clause A1.2 of the BCA 
establishes that: 

“Where a Deemed-to-Satisfy Provision references a document, rule, specification or 
provision, that adoption does not [emphasis added] include a provision— 

(a) specifying or defining the respective rights, responsibilities or obligations as 
between themselves of any manufacturer, supplier or purchaser; or 

(b) specifying the responsibilities of any trades person or other building operative, 
architect, engineer, authority, or other person or body; or 

(c) requiring the submission for approval of any material, building component, form or 
method of construction, to any person, authority or body other than a person or 
body empowered under State or Territory legislation to give that approval; or 

(d) specifying that a material, building component, form or method of construction 
must be submitted to any person, authority or body for expression of opinion; or 

(e) permitting a departure from the code, rule, specification or provision at the sole 
discretion of the manufacturer or purchaser, or by arrangement or agreement 
between the manufacturer and purchaser.” 
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4.0 Which edition of referenced documents must be used? 

The constant development and publication of Standards and other documents to respond to 
industry trends and emerging technologies often means that there are more recent editions of a 
particular document than the one referenced by the BCA.  Furthermore, secondary reference 
documents are similarly revised, often in isolation to the primary reference document that 
references them. 

Critically though, complying with the minimum requirements established by the BCA Deemed-to-
Satisfy Provisions only requires compliance with the edition of the primary reference document that 
is referenced by the version of the BCA applicable to an individual project.  There are no automatic 
adoption provisions in the BCA for when amendments or new editions of primary reference 
documents are published. 

Similarly, the BCA only requires compliance with the edition of a secondary reference document 
that existed at the time the edition of the primary reference document was published. Therefore, 
there are no automatic adoption provisions in the BCA relating to secondary reference standards 
either. 

These expectations are clearly outlined in Clause A1.3 “Referenced Standards, etc” of the BCA as 
follows: 

“(a) A reference in a Deemed-to-Satisfy Provision to a document under A1.2 refers to the 
edition or issue, together with any amendment, listed in Specification A1.3 and only so 
much as is relevant in the context in which the document is quoted. 

(b) Any— 

(i) reference in a document listed in Specification A1.3 (primary document) to 
another document (secondary document); and 

(ii) subsequent references to other documents in secondary documents and those 
other documents, 

is a reference to the secondary and other documents as they existed at the time of 
publication of the primary document listed in Specification A1.3. 

(c) The provisions of (b) do not apply if the secondary reference document is also a primary 
reference document. 

(d) Where the BCA references a document under A1.2 which is subject to publication of a 
new edition or amendment not listed under Specification A1.3, the new edition or 
amendment need not be complied with in order to comply with the Deemed-to-Satisfy 
Provisions.” 

These minimum requirements for compliance are illustrated in Figure 2, below. 
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Figure 2 – Minimum Requirements for Compliance 

5.0 Why is there no automatic adoption process? 

The requirements of Clause A1.3 of the BCA support and respect the hierarchy of legislation 
applicable to the construction industry.  This hierarchy provides regulators in each jurisdiction 
including the Australian Building Codes Board at a federal level with the power to determine the 
minimum requirements for compliance and ensure that where referenced documents are revised, 
only the editions considered to meet the goals of local regulations and the BCA are determined to 
represent the minimum requirements for compliance. 

This is reflected in how the aforementioned goal of the BCA is applied, which provides some insight 
into how changes to the BCA or adoption of revised reference documents are considered: 

“This goal is applied so that— 

(a) there is a rigorously tested rationale for the regulation; and 

(b) the regulation is effective and proportional to the issues being addressed such that 
the regulation will generate benefits to society greater than the costs (that is, net 
benefits); and 

(c) there is no regulatory or non-regulatory alternative (whether under the responsibility 
of the Board or not) that would generate higher net benefits; and 
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(d) the competitive effects of the regulation have been considered and the regulation is 
no more restrictive than necessary in the public interest.” 

Recognition of these protocols has resulted in the application of a Preliminary Impact Assessment 
(PIA) process by the Australian Building Codes Board during the development stages of potential 
BCA reference documents to ensure that future editions are published in a form that will be 
acceptable in line with these goals. 

Accordingly, publication of new editions of a BCA reference document (primary or secondary) does 
not mean that it automatically represents the minimum requirements for compliance with the BCA 
and associated regulations. 

FPA Australia has raised concerns with relevant stakeholders, in particular Standards Australia and 
the Australian Building Codes Board, regarding the lack of harmony between the latest published 
Australian Standards and the editions referenced in the BCA.  A lack of alignment between these 
requirements is confusing and costly for industry regarding approval administration and 
implementation and limits the adoption of latest technologies and practices.  Whilst an automatic 
adoption process would not be respectful towards the rights of regulators to be able to determine 
minimum construction requirements pursuant to legislation, FPA Australia is seeking to assist in the 
development of a process that improves the likelihood of the latest editions of primary and 
secondary reference documents, or parts thereof, being adopted by the BCA.   

6.0 Can the current edition of an Australian Standard be used even 
if it is not the edition currently referenced by the BCA? 

FPA Australia promotes the use of the latest editions of Australian Standards on the basis that 
these are developed by a broad range of industry stakeholders via a consensus based process and 
represent national industry best practice.   

However, Australian Standards are voluntary standards unless referenced in legislation and, as 
highlighted in the previous section, the BCA may not reference the latest edition of an Australian 
Standard as meeting the minimum requirements established by Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions of 
the BCA. In addition, the latest edition of a particular Australian Standard may be more or less 
onerous than the superseded edition referenced by the BCA.  However, the BCA Deemed-to-
Satisfy Provisions represent minimum requirements and it is therefore acceptable to exceed them 
as long as the minimum requirements are still met. 

Given the above, if choosing to comply with the latest edition of a BCA primary reference 
document that is not the edition referenced by the BCA (or the latest edition of a secondary or 
other document as they existed at the time of publication of the primary document referenced by 
the BCA), it would be important to: 
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1. Advise clients and other stakeholders regarding the proposed use of a voluntary Australian 
Standard that represents national best industry practice but differs from the edition that 
represents the minimum requirements for compliance in accordance with the BCA. 

2. Undertake a gap analysis to demonstrate that the application of the latest edition will not 
result in a lower performance level than that required by the BCA referenced edition of the 
Standard. 

3. Prepare an Alternative Solution to demonstrate that the Performance Requirements of the 
BCA will be met by the adoption of the latest edition of the Standard. 

4. Seek approval from the project building surveyor or certifier for the Alternative Solution to 
implement the associated design. 

It should be noted that the extent of documentation necessary to support an Alternative Solution 
will vary depending on whether: 

(i) equivalence to the Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions can be demonstrated in accordance with 
Clause A0.5(b)(ii) of the BCA; or 

(ii) when equivalence to the Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions is not demonstrated, an Alternative 
Solution demonstrates a Building Solution’s compliance with the BCA Performance 
Requirements on its own merits in accordance with Clause A0.5(b)(i) of the BCA. 

Fortunately, in many instances Australian Standards associated with fire protection are focussed on 
increasing fire protection outcomes and refining requirements rather than reducing these.  
However, it remains important to apply due diligence in demonstrating that the minimum 
requirements of the BCA will be met.   

In buildings or facilities where the BCA or other regulations do not establish minimum requirements 
to the contrary, the latest edition of an Australian Standard can be freely applied. 

Also, the information in this section focuses on the use of current Australian Standards but the 
principle behind it can be applied to most primary and secondary reference documents. 

7.0 What about competing legislative requirements? 

The requirements of the BCA form part of building regulations for each state and territory in 
Australia and associated Acts of parliament. However, competing legislative requirements are also 
established, most notably in relation to occupational or work health and safety laws and consumer 
law. 

Work Health and Safety Laws 

Model work health and safety laws (WH&S) have been adopted in most jurisdictions in 
Australia while the remainder still reference individual yet similar requirements. One of the 
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principle areas of the WH&S laws is a safe design, which is sometimes referred to as ‘safety 
in design’.  

The Office of the Federal Safety Commissioner website states the following about the safe 
design process: 

“A safe design process is important in building and construction to prevent risk of 
injury at the construction, use and demolition stages of a structure. 

Safe design is a process defined as the integration of hazard identification and risk 
assessment methods early in the design process to eliminate or minimise the risks 
of injury throughout the life of a structure being designed. It encompasses all design 
including facilities, hardware, systems, equipment, products, layout and 
configuration. 

Safe design is everybody’s business - from clients to designers to constructors.” 

Though each individual designer, constructor (contractor) and other person with a design 
responsibility must discharge their duty with regard to the safe design requirements of the 
various WH&S Regulations, they may be assisted in this duty by applying the most up to 
date Australian Standards. 

An example of how a designer may be assisted in safe design is the minimum clearances 
around fire pumps found in AS 2941-2013 Clause 11.3. It should be noted that these 
clearances are a minimum and the individual circumstances may require designers to 
design larger clearances to meet their duty with regards to safe design.  

Australian Consumer Law 

The Australian Consumer Law is a series of laws enacted by the Federal and all State and 
Territory governments with common elements designed to protect consumers. One aspect 
of the Australian Consumer Law is the requirement for goods and services to be ‘fit for 
purpose’.  An individual or business supplying goods and services needs to ensure that the 
products or services are ‘fit for the purpose’ they are intended for. Applying the most up to 
date Australian Standards may be used to demonstrate that goods or services are ‘fit for 
purpose’. 

An example of this is the use of AS 2304-2011 for the design, supply and installation of 
water storage tanks for fire protection systems. 

 
The existence of these competing legislative requirements make it increasingly important that the 
latest editions of reference documents are adopted by the BCA in order to provide confidence that 
meeting the Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions of the BCA will also assist in satisfying these additional 
expectations and reduce regulatory burden and costs. 
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8.0 Case Study 

Figure 3, below, illustrates which edition of the primary reference document for automatic fire 
sprinkler systems and the associated secondary reference document for fire pumpsets meet the 
minimum requirements established by the Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions of the BCA.  The diagram 
also outlines the option for adopting the current editions of these Standards via an Alternative 
Solution. 

As seen in Figure 3, there is a newer edition of both AS 2118.1 and AS 2941 than those currently 
referenced by the BCA.  AS 2118.1-1999 must be followed to meet the minimum requirements 
established by Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions of the BCA and AS 2941-1995 (including Amendment 
1 – 1997) must be met for associated fire pumpset requirements  as this was the edition of 
AS 2941 that existed at the time AS 2118.1-1999 was published. 

 
Figure 3 – Case Study 
 

Adoption of the current standards—AS 2118.1-2006 and AS 2941-2013—requires the 
development of an Alternative Solution to demonstrate they satisfy the relevant Performance 
Requirements of the BCA as these versions of these Standards are not referenced by the Deemed-
to-Satisfy Provisions of the BCA. 
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9.0 Recommendations 

As the minimum requirements for compliance with the BCA are established by providing a level of 
performance at least equivalent to the Deemed-to-Satisfy Provisions of the BCA, FPA Australia 
recommends the following: 

1. When determining minimum BCA compliance requirements, always: 

(i) identify the applicable edition of primary reference documents, as listed in the BCA 
Specification A1.3.   

(ii) identify the associated edition of any secondary reference documents. 

2. If proposing to satisfy the BCA Performance Requirements by using different editions of 
primary and secondary reference documents to those referenced by the BCA Deemed-to-
Satisfy Provisions: 

(i) Advise clients and other stakeholders regarding the proposed use of a voluntary 
Australian Standard that represents national industry best practice but differs from 
the edition that represents the minimum requirements for compliance in accordance 
with the BCA. 

(ii) Undertake a gap analysis to demonstrate that the application of the latest edition 
will provide at least the same level of performance as the BCA referenced edition of 
the Standard. 

(iii) Prepare an Alternative Solution to demonstrate that the Performance Requirements 
of the BCA will be met by the adoption of the latest edition of the Standard, 
supported by the gap analysis. 

(iv) Be aware of the requirements of competing legislation, in particular, work health and 
safety laws and the Australian Consumer Law. 

(v) Seek approval from the project building surveyor or certifier for the Alternative 
Solution prior to implementing the associated design. 

3. Further to the above, FPA Australia recommends that stakeholders including Standards 
Australia and The Australian Building Codes Board work to improve the processes relating 
to the development and adoption of new editions of primary and secondary reference 
documents to increase the likelihood of the latest editions of these reference documents, or 
parts thereof, being adopted by the BCA.  Proactive adoption of the latest editions of these 
reference documents will reduce confusion, cost and promote best practice.   
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11.0 Disclaimer 
The opinions expressed in this correspondence reflect those of FPA Australia however are subject to change 
based on receipt of further information regarding the subject matter. You should interpret the technical 
opinion or information provided carefully and consider the context of how this opinion / information will be 
used in conjunction with the requirements of regulation (state and/or federal); relevant standards, codes or 
specifications; certification; accreditation; manufacturer’s documentation and advice; and any other relevant 
requirements, instructions or guidelines. FPA Australia does not accept any responsibility or liability for the 
accuracy of the opinion / information provided, nor do they accept either directly or indirectly any liabilities, 
losses and damages arising from the use and application of this opinion / information. 
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