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US Fire Deaths i
Over the past three decades the number of individuals dying in fires has fallen dramatically. Between 1977
and 2007 the number of U.S. fire deaths declined 54 percent.

This reduction understates the true improvement in fire safety, as the US population grew by more than 80
million persons during the 30 year perlod The fire death rate per million people, a better measure of fire
safety, fell from 33.6 in 1977 to 11.4 in 2007—a full 66 percent.

According to the last available U.S Fire Administration statistics (2005 figures), the fire fatality rate for the
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The United States’ fire mortality rate ranks sixth among the 25 developed countries
for which statistics are available (CDC, 2009 — Resource 2). Is it acceptable that the
country with the most advanced technology and resources in the world maintains a

higher fire death rate than 19 other developed countries?

Washington states’ 15" lowest state fire death rate is not significantly lower than the
national fire death rate. The Washington fire death rate is still higher than the fire
death rates in most technologically advanced countries. While the long-term trend in
fire death rates has been down in Washington and across the country, it is worth
noting that in the first 71 days of 2009, 18 people have diedi n fires in
Washington, an increase of 157% over the same perio  d the previous year.
(Brant, R. 2009 — Resource 1). What makes sense for the U.S. as a whole — fire

sprinklers in homes — also makes sense for the State of Washington.

As in most states, most fire deaths in Washington occur in residential properties,
specifically homes; 73% according to Washington State Fire Marshal’s statistics.
(Office of the State Fire Marshal (SFM), 2009 — Resource 6) Reducing Washington’s
fire death toll means reducing its’ home fire death toll. Sprinklers are the most

effective way to accomplish that.



Smoke Alarms

Accordin study conducted by Charles L Smith (Smoke Detector Operability Survey —Report on
Finding: ). almost all homes have at least one smoke alarm present, but 63% of home fire deaths
resulted from fires in homes without working smoke alarms.

Washington’s Office of the State Fire Marshal found that approximately 70 percent of the 36 fire fatalities
occurring in 2008 took place where no operable smoke alarms or detectors were reported.

NOTE:

There were 45 fire fatalities reported in the State of Washington in 2008, not 36 as
found in the homebuilders’ report (SFM, 2009). Residential fires claimed the lives of
33 victims. Of these, 37% occurred in homes with working smoke alarms. A total of
12 lives were lost in homes with working smoke alarms. Were these 12 other lives
not worth saving? Maybe this question should be posed to the families of the victims.
“Not one more needless death” should be the mantra that drives this policy decision.
A home fire sprinkler system provides an 80% reduct ion in fire death rate,

which means a considerable reduction on top of the large reduction provided by

smoke alarms.

Children under age 5 are one and a half times as likely to die in a home fire, and
older adults age 65 and older are more than twice as likely to die in home fires as the
average person (Flynn, J. 2008 — Resource 3). According to Flynn (2008) alcohol or
other drugs, disabilities and age-related limitations are all factors in the risk of home
fire death. Persons in these high risk groups are especially likely to have difficulty in
using the extra escape time provided by smoke alarms.

Approximately 53% of the people who died in fires in Washington State in 2008 were
age 50 or older, and seven children age 10 and under lost their lives at home
(SFM, 2009). These most vulnerable members of the Washington state community

are the people most likely to need sprinklers to survive a fire.



the national Center for Health Statistics, the research found that e nigner e nome prices, Lic groaicl we
percentage of new construction, and the lower the share of manufactured housing, the lower the fire death
rate. Counties with a larger share of new homes have a lower fire death rate because ncw homes are safer.

NOTE:

“NAHB economists have conducted complex multi-variable statistical models to try to
make the point that risks are lower in newer homes. NFPA has pointed out the flaws
in those models and shown that significant results are only found when newer homes

correlate with wealthier, better educated occupants.” (Hall, J. 2009, pg.4, para. 4)



NOTE: (From John Hall, Jr. author of the cited report)

The NAHB has misread the NFPA report on U.S. experience with fire sprinklers. The
fact that just over half the reported fires are too small to activate sprinklers has no
implications for or against the proposal to require sprinklers. Obviously, sprinklers
provide benefits by keeping fires small that would otherwise have become large.
Fires that are too small to activate sprinklers are fires that would not otherwise have

become large.

There are rare instances where sprinklers do not operate or are not effective. The
NAHB has provided the percentage of fires where sprinklers do not operate and
combined it with the breakdown of reasons for cases where sprinklers operate but
are not effective. These are mismatched statistics. NFPA's statistical analysis of the
percentage of fires where sprinklers do not operate or are not effective is already
factored into our calculations of the very large reductions in life loss and property
loss produced by sprinklers. Our analysis of the reasons why sprinklers do not
operate or are not effective is input for property managers (including homeowners)
and sprinkler companies as they look for ways to make those low percentages even

lower and thereby make the already huge benefits of sprinklers even greater.

As for non-fire activations, the NAHB is mistaken in thinking that dry pipe sprinklers

are the only sprinklers for which an event can activate the sprinkler alarm but not



cause water to be released. An example is cases where the sprinkler or related
piping is struck, causing water to move in the pipe, triggering the alarm but not
leading to any water release. This is not the only example, but even this example
alone is not uncommon among non-fire activations without water release. The NFPA
study, based on actual incident narratives, took care to consider for each non-fire
incident whether water had been released. Contrary to the NAHB’s statement, there
is therefore no legitimate cause for concern that some non-fire incidents have been
wrongly categorized. Note, too, that the NFPA study’s results were compared to the
few previous studies of water damage due to non-fire activations of sprinklers and
were found to provide quite comparable results. This is further evidence that the

methodology used in the new study was sound.

Finally, it should be emphasized that NFPA’s advocacy of sprinkler requirements for
one- and two-family dwellings fully reflects all these statistical findings. An honest,
unbiased, comprehensive examination of the pros and cons of sprinklers in dwellings
shows that they are worth the money and will provide more fire safety benefits than

any other identified strategy.
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In 2005, there were 76-84 million occupied housing units in year-round one- or two-family
dwellings and 85-95 million total housing units in one- or two-family dwellings. There were
287,000 reported one- or two-family dwelling structure fires. That is about 3-4 per
thousand. NAHB says the ratio was “less than 0.002%”. That is 2 per hundred thousand.
They are off by a factor of more than a hundred. And they didn't say reported structure
fires; they just said structure fires. That means unreported fires fall within their scope and
the correct ratio is more like 1 in 10 to 1 in 14. NAHB reaches its conclusion about cost-
effectiveness of sprinkler systems by underestimating the size of the problem by a factor of

more than a hundred.
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Roughly half the states have a fire death rate below the national average. That is exactly
what one expects in a distribution around the average, but that fact has no relevance to this
issue. NFPA statistics show comparable declines in the number of fires, civilian deaths, and
civilian injuries in fires in one- or two-family dwellings. But again, by themselves, these

declines say nothing about the need for, or value of, home sprinklers.
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The second half of the following sentence is important: “...the connection between fire
deaths and the age of home is elusive.” This is a much softer and less definitive statement
than NAHB usually makes and suggests that they are not so sure of the connection as their
previous statements have indicated. NAHB economists have conducted complex multi-
variable statistical models to try to make the point that risks are lower in newer homes.

NFPA has pointed out the flaws in those models and shown that significant results are only



found when newer homes correlate with wealthier, better educated occupants.

While there have been no studies conducted to investigate whether fire fatalities are less
likely to occur in newer homes, there is supporting evidence of this in reports issued by
NFPA regarding the performance of smoke alarms. According to these reports, there is a
significant difference in the number of fatalities and the number of fires when the smoke
alarm present. This includes information regarding smoke alarms that were either battery

operated, hardwired with battery backup or hardwired.
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Source Code Cycle # of # of # of Property
Required Fires Fatalities | Injuries Damage in
Millions
Battery Only Before 1982 88,300 1,230 5,850 $2,353
Hardwired only 1982-1992 19,900 | 170 1,300 $743
Hardwire/Battery 1992-Present | 18,000 210 1,490 $568
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This table does not show what NAHB claims it shows — that there are fewer fires with
advanced-feature smoke alarms — because it does not show how many housing units are
so equipped. (This is a recurring theme in many of the analyses performed by NAHB.
Important variables needed to make the conclusions valid and place them in proper

context are missing).
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NAHB would prefer an exclusive emphasis on a strategy of educating homeowners,
which would not involve any requirements on them. But they have offered no evidence of
the cost-benefit comparison for sprinklers or for an educational program on smoke

alarms, let alone of a joint strategy to do both.
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It probably is true that the most cost-effective strategy to reduce fire deaths is to build on
smoke alarm successes. But that is not the only cost-effective strategy and it certainly
is not the most effective strategy, i.e., the strategy that will produce the greatest
reduction in fire deaths. This is nothing more than a bait-and-switch pitch dressed up
with irrelevant, inaccurate or misleading statistics designed to confuse readers or
confirm people in a position they already hold but not to make or support a serious case

for their position.

The Solutions 2000 report clearly concludes that, “To effectively address the fire safety
needs of any population, the three E's, education, engineering, and enforcement
must be addressed.” The report explains that there are some fire risks that may be best
dealt with through educational efforts, but others may require increased enforcement or
engineering techniques. On its own, each of the three E's “exerts a synergistic effect on
the others, however, and together they are much more effective than individually.”

Effective solutions for community risk reduction must include the three E’s collectively, in



order “to reduce the effects of fire, if not prevent them.”

Our position is: Smoke alarms work well and have saved thousands of lives. Sprinklers
(as the single most important engineering technique) will save thousands more lives and
billions of dollars in property. With these huge benefits — more than any other fire safety
strategy can offer — sprinklers are well worth the money. There is nothing in this piece

that seriously engages that position.



