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Overview

The industrial-grade steel emergency lighting fixtures known as
steel emergency lights use heavy-duty steel housings to
provide reliable illumination during power outages in tough
conditions.

Typically constructed from 18-20 gauge steel, these units offer
superior impact resistance, fire tolerance, and tamper
protection compared to standard thermoplastic (plastic)
emergency lights. Inside the steel housing, you'll find a battery
backup system and bright LED lamp heads that automatically
turn on when normal power fails, ensuring at least 90 minutes
of light to safely guide occupants to exits in an emergency.

Steel-bodied emergency lights are commonly used in demanding environments such as warehouses,
stairwells, factories, correctional facilities, and loading docks - anywhere the lights must remain
operational in high-risk or rough conditions. The durable powder-coated steel enclosures resist rust



and corrosion and often include features like gasketed covers or tamper-resistant screws for
additional protection. Steel units are also "remote-capable," meaning they house larger batteries that
can power additional remote lamp heads in other locations, extending emergency lighting coverage
without installing separate fixtures.

Like all code-compliant emergency lights, steel units are UL 924 listed and meet NFPA 101 Life Safety
Code and OSHA requirements for emergency egress lighting, so they perform the same lifesaving
function as other emergency lights but with a tougher build.

Highlight: One advantage of steel emergency lights is their capacity for larger batteries and
remote heads. A single steel unit can often support multiple remote lamps from one central
battery, reducing the number of batteries to maintain. This "one big unit" approach lowers long-
term upkeep costs while still providing wide emergency illumination coverage.

Brightness, Charging, and Lifespan

Steel emergency lights use high-efficiency LEDs (light-emitting diodes) to provide bright illumination
that meets or exceeds code requirements. All modern emergency lights are designed to provide at
least 1 foot-candle of illumination along the egress path at floor level. A typical dual-head LED
emergency light-commonly called a "bug-eye"-can cover about 14 to 18 feet of hallway when
mounted 7.5 feet high, delivering adequate floor-level brightness.

Each lamp head typically emits between a few dozen to a couple hundred lumens, with standard
units producing about 80 lumens per lamp-sufficient to light up doorways, aisles, or corridors in the
dark. For larger facilities or open areas, steel models can accommodate higher-wattage lamp heads
or include additional heads to expand the coverage zone.

Battery Charging: Steel emergency lights are hardwired to building power at 120V or 277V AC. The
internal charger maintains the battery's full charge and automatically switches to battery power
during an outage. After discharging, the battery usually recharges within 24 hours per UL 924
compliance. Charging systems include built-in protections like overcharge prevention and low-
battery cutoffs to extend battery lifespan and avoid damage. As long as the unit remains powered,
the charger will keep the battery topped off and healthy.

Lifespan and Maintenance: The steel housing is built to last decades, and the LED lamp heads
commonly have rated lifespans of over 50,000 hours-about 10 years or more of service. LEDs
typically never need replacement. However, batteries are consumables and must be replaced every 3
to 5 years to ensure the 90-minute runtime is maintained. Most steel emergency lights offer
convenient features like front-access panels, quick-connect battery packs, or built-in self-testing
circuits that flash alerts when maintenance is required. With occasional battery care, a steel unit can
easily deliver 10 to 20 years of reliable performance.



Note: Steel construction enhances durability-not brightness. The runtime and intensity still rely on
the battery size and LED efficiency. Many steel and plastic units use the same lamp heads and
batteries; what sets steel apart is its ability to protect those components in harsh or demanding
environments.

Safety and Compliance Requirements

Steel emergency lights must meet the same baseline safety codes as any other emergency lighting.
In the U.S., this includes UL 924 listing (the national standard for emergency lighting equipment),
NFPA 101 Life Safety Code, and OSHA requirements. UL 924 certification ensures the unit has been
tested to deliver at least 90 minutes of backup lighting, recharge correctly, and protect its battery.

According to NFPA 101 and the National Electrical Code (NEC), emergency lighting must
automatically activate during a power failure and provide at least 1 foot-candle of illumination along
the egress path for a minimum of 90 minutes. These standards apply to most commercial and public
buildings, meaning a steel emergency light can be used anywhere a standard emergency light is
required-provided it's installed and maintained properly.

Local Code Differences: Some cities enforce stricter standards that require steel or metal
construction specifically. For example, New York City mandates metal housings (no plastic) for both
emergency lights and exit signs. NYC also requires double the national minimum brightness-2 foot-
candles at floor level. Likewise, Chicago's code requires a metal faceplate or housing to improve
tamper resistance and durability. These local codes reflect the need for tougher, longer-lasting safety
equipment in dense urban environments.

Outside these cities, thermoplastic emergency lights are generally allowed as long as they meet the
UL 924 requirements. However, steel models are still a preferred option in high-risk or high-traffic
areas due to their rugged design and superior resistance to wear and damage. Always verify your
project's compliance with local, state, and national codes when specifying emergency lighting.

Reminder: In New York City and Chicago, plastic-bodied emergency lights are not permitted. NYC
requires metal housings, and Chicago demands metal faceplates. Using a thermoplastic unit in
these cities may lead to failed inspections-stick with steel or aluminum models to remain
compliant.

Ideal Use Cases

Steel emergency lights are best suited for tough environments where durability and reliability are
critical. While thermoplastic units may suffice in offices and dry retail locations, steel lights shine in
harsher conditions. Their rugged construction ensures performance in the face of vibration, heat,
impact, or tampering.



Industrial Facilities & Warehouses: These areas experience heavy equipment traffic and
vibrations. Steel emergency lights resist damage from impacts and machinery while providing
high-output illumination across large spaces.

Public Stairwells & Corridors: High-traffic zones like parking garages, schools, and transit
terminals benefit from steel units' tamper resistance. They hold up better against vandalism or
accidental contact than plastic models.

High-Temperature Zones: Mechanical rooms, boiler areas, or ceilings near hot industrial
equipment require lights that won't warp or degrade from heat. Steel housings maintain structural
integrity at temperatures that might deform plastic.

Correctional & Institutional Buildings: Jails, psychiatric centers, and similar environments
demand secure emergency lighting. Steel lights with tamper-resistant screws and thick enclosures
prevent unauthorized access and damage.

NYC / Chicago Compliance: In cities with stricter codes-like New York City and Chicago-metal
construction is required by law. Steel emergency lights ensure compliance with these enhanced
safety regulations.

Use steel emergency lighting strategically: place them in high-risk or mission-critical areas where
failure is not an option, and consider thermoplastic fixtures in safer zones to balance cost and
coverage.

Pro Tip: Mix and match for savings. Use steel units in harsh or vandal-prone zones-like
warehouses or stairwells-and reserve thermoplastic lights for office interiors. This hybrid approach
balances durability, compliance, and budget.

Installation, Inspection, and Testing

Installation: Installing a steel emergency light follows the same general process as any emergency
lighting fixture but requires secure anchoring due to its heavier weight. Units can be mounted on
ceilings or walls using the manufacturer's mounting bracket or a universal plate. For best support,
mount to studs or masonry and ensure the junction box is firmly secured. Once mounted, connect
the 120V or 277V AC building power and attach the internal battery leads. Some models also
support remote heads; if using this feature, run the appropriate wires to external remote lamp
locations.

After setup, adjust the LED lamp heads to illuminate exits and egress paths effectively. Most units
include a green "AC On" LED indicator that shows charging status. A quick push-button test should
be conducted immediately after installation to verify battery operation and proper wiring.

Inspection & Maintenance: Steel emergency lights are low-maintenance but not maintenance-free.
NFPA 101 and OSHA require a 30-second monthly functionality test and a full 90-minute test



annually. During monthly checks, inspect the housing, ensure lamp heads are unblocked, and verify
the unit remains firmly mounted. In industrial settings, you may also need to wipe down or vacuum
vents to prevent dust buildup around electronics.

Testing & Diagnostics: Annual tests can be performed manually by shutting off power or pressing
the unit's test switch for 90 minutes. Some models offer self-diagnostic features that conduct
automated monthly and annual tests and flash a warning if an issue is detected. Even with self-
testing, it's critical to replace batteries every few years and act promptly if indicators signal failure.

Highlight: Maintenance matters. Monthly test buttons confirm battery function, and annual
runtime tests validate full compliance. Even the toughest steel light relies on a healthy battery-
replace it every 3-5 years to stay safe and code-compliant.

Steel vs Other Material Options

While steel emergency lights offer unmatched strength and reliability, other material options may
better suit specific needs or budgets. Thermoplastic, die-cast aluminum, and polycarbonate housings
each serve distinct use cases.

Thermoplastic Emergency Lights

Affordable & Lightweight: Thermoplastic lights are the most budget-friendly and are easy to
install. A basic unit may cost as little as $20-$40, making them ideal for large-scale, low-risk
deployments.

Standard Indoor Use: Best for dry, climate-controlled locations like offices, classrooms, and retail
stores. Most are flame-retardant and UL 924 listed but lack heavy-duty features.

Durability Limitations: Prone to cracking under impact or degrading in extreme heat or UV
exposure. Not recommended for rough or public areas where tampering is possible.

Not Always Code-Compliant: Cities like NYC prohibit plastic emergency light housings. Always
verify local code before installation.

Steel Emergency Lights

High Durability: Made with 20-gauge or thicker steel, these units resist impact, corrosion,
vibration, and heat-ideal for warehouses, industrial zones, and correctional facilities.

Higher Price Point: A basic steel unit can cost $80-$150 or more. However, remote-capable units
may replace multiple thermoplastic lights by covering larger areas from a single battery source.

Remote Head Support: Many steel lights are designed to power multiple remote lamp heads.
This makes them more scalable and efficient in large or complex layouts.

Meets All Local Codes: Fully compliant with national and local standards including NYC and



Chicago mandates.

Other Metal & Specialty Housings

Die-Cast Aluminum: Lighter than steel and corrosion-resistant. Popular in architectural
environments or coastal installations. Accepted in NYC/Chicago where metal is required.

Polycarbonate & Hybrid: Some vandal-resistant or wet-location units use polycarbonate
housings reinforced with metal plates. These serve niche roles but can combine impact resistance
with lightweight construction.

Ultimately, the best material choice depends on your environment and code obligations.
Thermoplastic is cost-effective for low-risk areas. Steel is the default for heavy-duty use. Aluminum
strikes a balance for architectural or coastal locations.

Insight: Don't default to one material for every room. Choose thermoplastic for office interiors,
steel for industrial or vandal-prone spaces, and aluminum for sleek or corrosion-resistant
applications.
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Conclusion and Additional Tips

Steel emergency lights provide rugged, code-compliant protection for egress pathways in the most
demanding environments. Built to handle impact, heat, and tampering, these units are ideal for
industrial, institutional, and high-traffic settings where performance under stress is essential. They
function just like standard emergency lights-activating during power loss and delivering 90+ minutes
of illumination-but offer longer physical life and lower maintenance when installed correctly.

To get the most from your steel emergency lighting investment, keep the following in mind:

Mount Securely: These fixtures are heavier than thermoplastic units, so install them into studs,
solid surfaces, or masonry using proper anchors and the manufacturer's mounting bracket.

Optimize Lamp Head Coverage: Aim the heads to ensure egress routes, doorways, and corners
are well-lit. One unit can often serve multiple purposes in a corridor or industrial area.

Replace Batteries Proactively: Even if your steel unit still looks perfect after 5 years, its battery
might not be. Replace batteries every 3-5 years to preserve full 90-minute operation.

Mix Materials Strategically: Use steel where toughness is needed, but don't hesitate to install
plastic lights in clean, controlled environments. This balanced approach keeps your facility safe
without overspending.



Keep a Test Log: NFPA and OSHA require regular testing. Maintain written records to satisfy fire
inspectors and identify issues early.

Choosing steel emergency lights means prioritizing resilience, compliance, and peace of mind.
Though they cost more upfront, their performance and durability justify the investment-especially in
areas where failure is not an option.


	Steel Emergency Lights Buyers Guide
	What's Included in This Guide
	Overview
	Brightness, Charging, and Lifespan
	Safety and Compliance Requirements
	Ideal Use Cases
	Installation, Inspection, and Testing
	Steel vs Other Material Options
	Thermoplastic Emergency Lights
	Steel Emergency Lights
	Other Metal & Specialty Housings

	Steel vs Other Material Options
	Thermoplastic Emergency Lights
	Steel Emergency Lights
	Other Metal & Specialty Housings

	Conclusion and Additional Tips


