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The two men were experts at safe-cracking; they had been doing it for years.  Yet the safe before them promised to be a true test of their knowledge and their skill – and they knew that once they began, their time would be strictly limited.

Yesterday, they had spent much time pouring over the manufacturer’s plans for the safe which had been provided to them through their contacts in the trade.  Those plans told them of the composite material that was used to create the walls, top and bottom of the safe – of the specially designed barrier materials encased in the hardened cement-like matrix. 

But the schematics that were of greatest importance were those of the door.  They told them every detail of the mechanism that operated the safe, from the four-way bolt work that engaged the holes in framing of the safe, to the intricate relocking system, to the very heart of the system – the precise location of the UL-listed Group 1 lock that was operated by the electronic keypad.
And as they prepared to open the safe, they carefully laid out plans for not one, but several methods of attack.  They knew the tools that they would have to use and they would use each one to its greatest advantage.  Yet they did not have unlimited time.

Standing by would be yet another member of their team – the timekeeper.  His stopwatch would time the safecrackers to be sure that they did not spend more than the allotted time at any one attempt to open the safe.

The safe crackers first attempted to drill into the safe at strategic points in the hope of reaching the delicate relocking system without breaking the glass plate that protected the heart of the system.  Time ran out.  Even with the timekeeper stopping his watch to allow the toolmen to change drill bits as each one dulled against the dense material, they were forced to abandon the attack.

So they tried again, and the timekeeper reset his watch.  Using hardened steel wedges, heavy pry bars, sledges, and brute strength, they went after the space between the door and the framing.  Knowing that the tempered glass that was inside the door would eventually break, triggering the relocking system, they still attempted to force the door.  If they could create an opening of a mere 2 inches, they would accomplish their goal.
Time!  Another failed attack.

So they rolled two large tanks nearer to the safe, one red and one green, and they carefully pulled the safe over on its side to give them access to its bottom as well as the top, back, and side.  The men donned protective heat-resistant clothing and hoods, and then opened the valves.  
A spark ignited a flame as the oxygen and acetylene were mixed to create a deep blue point of concentrated heat – to over 2,000o.  Additional tools were engaged as the metal and matrix were heated to red- and white-hot temperatures.  

The attack was not working.  Even though their success, and the safe’s failure, would be defined by the creation of a hole only large enough for a hand to reach through, the material of the safe was holding against everything the safecrackers could use from their limited bag of tools.

The success of any one of these attempts meant that each man on the team would have an equal share of all that was within, which was   .   .   .   absolutely nothing.  
The safe was empty, and they knew that it was before they ever began.
Time!  They had failed again; yet as they removed their hoods they heard the sound of applause from those who had come to observe.

Usually when safes are physically attacked, it is a case of the safecrackers, or yeggs, going to where the safe is located – most often in the dark of night.  In this instance, the safe had been brought to the attackers in broad daylight, to their place of business; to their lab – to  .   .   .   Underwriters Laboratories in Northbrook, Ill.
This was the test for the “TRTL 30X6” burglary safe label; and although this particular safe would never contain gold nor precious gems, it passed the test. 
The label, which would appear on subsequent production models of the safe, proclaimed that the safe had proven successfully designed to withstand an attack using an oxyacetylene torch (“TR”), and common hand tools (“TL”) for up to 30 minutes, and that all six sides of the safe had been subjected to the tests (“X6”).
Does such a test prove the safe impenetrable?  Is it “burglar-proof?”

Not at all.

The test is a standardized test – permitting only prescribed tools and methods of attack.  Unfortunately, burglars cheat!  They often bring additional or altogether different tools to the job – tools which are not part of the UL test, and which are more powerful and technically advanced.

The author is an advocate of the concept that burglars should only be permitted to bring the same tools to the job as those used in the UL test.  Why no one has ever enacted such a rule is difficult to explain. 

Some security experts and safe manufacturers maintain that the UL testing system should be upgraded to more accurately simulate today’s burglary conditions, and there is validity in that belief.

The presumed reason that the tests remain essentially unchanged by UL for many years is that they stand as a measure of comparison of one safe with another, whether it was built 20 years ago, or is a brand new production model.

What the UL label means

TL means that only common hand tools were used in the test – tools typical to any handyman’s shop and generally nothing more powerful than a ¼” drive shop drill.

TR is the abbreviation for torch, meaning the type described above.  Is there more powerful  heat-producing equipment?  Absolutely.

30 describes the time of the test – clinical time, not real time.  If technicians were mere seconds away from a successful breach of the safe when time expired, the safe would pass the test; if it failed at 00:29:51, too bad.  
But the thing to remember is that if a burglar has 30 minutes in which to attack the safe, it is likely that the alarm system has failed or been compromised – and that the burglar has far more than 30 minutes available to him.  In many successful burglaries, the safe is removed from the premises entirely (using heavy lifting equipment such as a pallet jack), where the burglars have virtually unlimited time.
And given the proper tools and unlimited time, any safe can be opened, no matter what the rating.

X6, when added to other notations on the label, indicates that all six sides of the safe were attacked in the UL test, door and front, top, bottom, back, and sides.  The antithesis is that a safe without “X6” on the label is one of which only the door and the framing around the door was tested in the UL lab.  No attempt was made to enter the safe through any of the other surfaces.

So with that background, here are some of the labels you are most likely to see when shopping for a safe:

TRTL 30X6 – as described in the beginning of this article, the entire safe was submitted to a series of 30-minute tests using common hand tools and a welder’s torch.  This test does permit some slightly higher level tools than the non-X6 level of test.

TRTL 15X6 – the same tools and equipment as the TRTL 30X6 test, but for 15 minutes rather than 30.  It might be presumed that if the manufacturer intended the safe to be able to withstand the 30-minute UL test, it would have been submitted for that test.  Therefore a TRTL 15X6 safe might be characterized as an “excellent” safe in terms of security, but somewhat less formidable than a TRTL 30X6 safe.
TL 15X6 (no “TR”) – This label indicates a “tools only” attack; no torch – 15 minute duration and all six sides of the safe.
TRTL 30 – Common hand tools, (excluding the higher level tools of the “X6” test) and also the oxyacetylene torch.  The most notable difference is that only the door of the safe and the framing around it were attacked by the UL team of technicians.

TL 30 and TL 15 – Common hand tools, no torch, 15 or 30 minute test – only the door and frame.  Typically, such safes will be constructed of 1” plate steel or a composite material poured between two thin walls of metal.  The composite safes can be expected to afford some degree of heat protection in addition to security; the plate steel safe would only conduct heat to the inside and thus be a poor choice for .
Important paper records.
RSC – “Residential Security Container.”  This label is commonly seen on lightweight models intended for the home environment and in gun safes.  The test involves hand tools only and is 5 minutes in duration; such safes may be constructed of 3/8 inch metal or less.
Fire Labels

Underwriters Laboratories also tests safes for resistance to heat and fire, and the labeling system is entirely different.  Most notably, the fire test is measured in terms of temperature (e.g., 350o F) and hours – one, two, or four hours; whereas the burglary test is expressed in a matter of minutes.  The intent is to express the number of hours that internal temperature of the safe maintained a temperature level at or below the prescribed level in a live fire test.

What level safe do you need for your jewelry business?

A qualified safe dealer may be able to provide an opinion and can certainly give guidance, but ultimately this is a question best left to your insurance carrier and your agent.  The answer most often depends on your level of inventory, the nature of that inventory, where your business is located, the type of alarm system you have, and your previous loss history.
Consider that your safe is your ”last line of defense” against burglary.  When criminals have defeated your alarm system or fooled the response team, and entered your premises, all that remains between them and your valuable property is the safe.  Will you find it the next morning mangled and scarred but still closed?  .   .   .   or empty?  

Always communicate with your insurance agent before buying a safe.  He or she should be able to guide you toward the best decision both for now and in the future, or help you determine if a modular vault might be a wiser move for you.

As always, this column points out that insurance for the jewelry industry is a highly technical form of insurance and recommends that jewelers always seek out both a company and an agent with extensive knowledge and experience in jewelers block insurance and in dealing with the jewelry industry.
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