Understanding Helmet Standards & Regulations

The standards

Until recently, the Snell SA certification was “The Standard” required for helmets used in most forms
of car racing within USA as well as in Europe, Asia and the rest of the World. The Snell SA standard
was first published in 1970, and was regularly updated every 5 years, making the helmets safer and
safer again. The latest version, Snell SA2015, was released on October 1st of the same year. As usual,
the Snell Foundation delivered a cutting edge helmet safety standard, involving some of the most
stringent tests for multiple impacts energy absorption, penetration of sharp objects, fire resistance
and compatibility with various FHR systems (Frontal Head Restraint also known as HANS®).

In 2002, in parallel with the introduction of the first FHR systems, the FIA introduced their first
helmet related standard known as FIA 8858. Snell SA approved helmets to be used with an FHR
system had to be submitted to additional tests to ensure their compatibility with FHR systems. That
meant that, any driver using an FHR system, had to wear a helmet bearing a Snell SA label AND an
FIA 8858 label. FIA 8858 was upgraded in 2010.

In 2004, the FIA introduced a new standard known as FIA 8860 for “Advanced Helmets”. When first
discussed in an FIA safety meeting back in 1995, the goals set by FIA in terms of impact energy
absorption combined with lightweight were so high that the best and most renown engineers in the
helmet industry said it was simply impossible to achieve, unless making helmets that would be twice
as big as the then current helmets and way heavier! Well, nine years later, after intense research and
development efforts led by FIA together with a couple of racing helmets manufacturers (including
Bell off course!), and thanks to the progresses made by composite materials manufacturers, the
standard was a reality and FIA 8860 helmets were used in Formula One, before being made
mandatory in other international categories in the following years. FIA 8860-2010 is the latest
version of this “Advanced Helmets” standard and is the most stringent helmet standard in the world
for impact energy absorption, penetration and FHR compatibility testing. Note that, before being
eligible to FIA 8860 certification, any given helmet has to be Snell SA approved, leading to a “double
certification”.

In 2013, discussions about the new 2015 standards took place between the FIA, the Snell Foundation
and the main helmets manufacturers. Basically, FIA wanted that the (Snell SA) 2015 standard met
some specific and fairly though criteria, especially for large sizes helmets. The FIA and Snell couldn’t
come to an agreement, leading FIA to introduce their own new standard known as FIA 8859 for
“Premium Helmets” and not recognizing Snell SA2015 to the same extent as they did for previous

Snell standards. FIA 8859-2015 is a standard on its own; in some areas, it is similar to Snell SA2015,
and in other areas (impact management on large sizes and FHR compatibility), it is slightly more
demanding than Snell SA2015. For marketing reasons, some FIA 8859-2015 helmets may also bear a
Snell SA2015, but FIA 8859-2015 doesn’t require any double certification.

Note that, although not significantly updated since 2010, the FIA 8860-2010 standard for “Advanced
Helmets” remains the most stringent helmet standard in the world, in terms of impact energy
absorption, sharp objects penetration and HANS/FHR testing. But the new FIA8859-2015 is one step
closer to FIA8860-2010 than current and previous Snell SA standards.

From 2016 onwards, the FIA also require more optical characteristics for visors/shields fitted onto
racing helmets. Original visors are submitted to fire resistance and penetration tests, but there were
some concerns about non-original accessories that might not be safe, in particular for colours
recognition.

Helmets Regulations

A lot depends of the type of race: a national race is usually sanctioned by a National Sporting
Authority and an international race falls under the FIA regulations. National Sporting Authorities
depend from FIA and many of them simply adopt the FIA safety regulations, but some others
recognize other standards not accepted by FIA.

In the US, many races are sanctioned at national level, and the Snell standards, including the latest
SA2015, are vastly accepted and recognized. FIA 8859-2015 helmets might not be accepted yet at US
national level, unless the helmet carries a double certification with a Snell SA2015 label. Obviously,
all international races fall under the FIA regulations, and FIA 8859 and FIA 8860 are accepted in these
international events.

In Europe and Asia, many National Sporting Authorities follow the FIA regulations.

It looks like Snell SA2010 was the last Snell standard to be fully recognised by the FIA, although it
needed to be complemented by an extra HANS/FHR test and be also labelled FIA8858-2010. Snell
SA2010/FIA8858-2010 helmets will be accepted by FIA till 31-Dec-2023.

The latest Snell SA2015 is only accepted by the FIA for use without FHR, in other words without Hans
or any other head and neck support system, making it almost useless. The FIA regard the Snell
SA2015 approval on its own as not satisfactory enough for use with HANS/FHR.

The newly introduced FIA 8859-2015 standard is THE most up to date approval. It certifies helmets
for use in motorsport with HANS/FHR throughout Europe and the rest of the world (except USA
where Snell remains fully accepted).

When the use of a Frontal Head Restraint system (FHR) is mandatory, only helmets approved in
accordance with FIA standard 8858, 8860 or 8859 are authorised. So, if you are opting for a new
helmet, it would be worth choosing one which meets FIA 8859-2015 or FIA 8860-2010 approvals.

The visor of your helmet, if manufactured after 1-1-2016, must be fitted with an FIA holographic
sticker; it confirms its “original part” status and its optical specifications. The new FIA visor sticker is
mandatory for visors produced after 01/01/2016 and fitted on full face helmets that are approved to
FIA 8858, FIA 8859 or FIA 8860. This sticker is not needed for karting helmets!

KEY FACTS

FIA8860-2004: Not valid after 31.12.2020.
Snell SA2010, FIA 8858-2010, SAH2010 and SA2015: Not valid after 31.12.2023. FIA 8860-2010: up to
date, no expiry date set yet.
FIA 8859-2015: up to date, no expiry date set yet.

New Bell Racing Europe “Sport Series” helmets meet latest FIA 8859-2015 approval.
New Bell Racing Europe “Pro Series” helmets meet both FIA 8859-2015 approval and Snell SA2015
approval.

Specs and approval of similar helmets may vary according to territories. Please contact Bell Racing
Europe or Bell Racing USA for more information. Also check accepted helmets standards with the
sporting authorities.

