FIRE SAFETY AND SPRINKLERS
SUMMARY

The 2005-2006 San Diego County Grand Jury became interested in the subject of fire suppression devices in residential high-rise buildings.  According to the Fire Marshal, a high-rise building is any structure over 75 feet.  In the city of San Diego there are fourteen non-sprinklered, residential high-rise buildings.  Between 1968 and 1988 no sprinklers were required.  After 1988 a sprinkler retrofit was ordered in 155 high-rise buildings, fourteen of those buildings received a waiver.
  It is generally accepted that automatic sprinklers are highly effective systems for fire protection.  Buildings so protected generate the least risk of death in the event of a fire above the 75 foot level.  Fires in residences have taken a high toll of life and property.  In 2004, nationwide, there were:

· 410,500 residential fires

· 3,225 civilian fire deaths

· 14,175 civilian fire injuries

· $6 billion in property damages

PURPOSE

The purpose in reviewing these matters is to provide the public with verified information about survival rates, dollar loss, and prevention recommendations in fires in high-rise buildings and the need to retrofit existing buildings.

PROCEDURES

Information for this review was drawn from interviews with the Fire Marshal’s Office, written materials from the Office of the Fire Chief, and reports from the National Fire Protection Association.

DISCUSSION

According to the National Fire Protection Association, with sprinklers, the chances of dying in a fire are reduced by one-half to three-fourths and the average property loss per fire is cut by one-half to two-thirds, compared to fires where sprinklers are not present.

The National Fire Protection Association reports that most high-rise building fires and associated losses occur in apartment buildings.  Existing high-rise apartment buildings are now required to have an approved supervised automatic sprinkler system, installed throughout, with two exceptions.  One is if every living unit has exterior exit access in accordance with existing rules.  The other is if the building has an approved, engineered life safety system.  Despite these provisions, nearly two-thirds of high-rise apartment building fires occurred in buildings without sprinklers.  Even in high-rise hotels, motels and high-rise facilities that care for the sick, one-fifth to one-fourth of the fires occurred in buildings without sprinklers.

Residential sprinklers, listed by Underwriters Labs, are now available.  They are designed to respond to a fire much faster than currently available standard commercial and industrial sprinkler systems.  At the present time, the cost of a home sprinkler system is approximately $1.00 to $1.50 a square foot when installed during construction.  To retrofit existing structures, the cost is estimated to be about $2.00 a square foot.

Based on information received from the Office of the San Diego Fire Chief, the following cost estimate to retrofit the non-sprinklered high-rise units in San Diego is:

· $2.00 x 131,656 sq. ft.
$263,312

· Standpipe needs replacement
$100,000

· Fire pump is required

$100,000
Total
$463,312

The listed square footage is the approximate average of the fourteen high-rise buildings currently without sprinkler systems.

To further demonstrate the relatively low cost to retrofit each unit, consider the following:  there are 14 high-rise buildings providing 1,578 living units.  In the list provided by the Office of the Fire Chief, the number of units per building range from 30 to 221.  At $2.00 per square foot the total cost will vary based on the actual square footage of each individual high-rise building. Nevertheless, the cost to sprinkler these units cannot begin to approach the cost associated with death, injury and property loss.
Although the Grand Jury asked for figures related to injury, death and dollar loss from 1988 (when the law changed) to the present, most were not supplied.  No information regarding civilian or firefighter injury or death or dollar loss was available for the period 7/1/75 through 5/30/93.  From 7/1/75 to 6/30/91, sixteen fires occurred in high-rise residential buildings that did not have sprinkler systems installed.  All data for the period 7/1/91 through 6/30/93 is missing according to the Office of the Fire Chief.  The Fire Marshal recalled 3 deaths occurring during high-rise fires.  From 7/1/93 through 1/9/06 there have been 22 fires, 3 civilian injuries, no firefighter injuries, and $303,200 in property damage in non-sprinklered buildings.

The value of fire protection features may be seen clearly in a review of the loss per fire, with and without fire protection.  Automatic extinguishing systems and fire detection equipment contribute to fire protection by helping to keep fires small and contained within the area of origin.

These findings have implications for public officials in any city.  Public officials need to make sure that all codes are supported by effective code enforcement.  This should apply to both new construction and existing residential and commercial buildings.  The public can take responsibility for their own safety by insisting that their public officials take these steps.  Those buildings, granted a waiver in 1988, should have that waiver revoked and should be required to retrofit those units forthwith.

FACTS AND FINDINGS

Fact:  Fourteen residential high-rise buildings in the City of San Diego are not required to have sprinkler systems installed in the living units.

Finding:  Installation of sprinklers would save lives and property.
RECOMMENDATIONS

The Grand Jury recommends that the Mayor of the City of San Diego require that:
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existing high-rise buildings, having floors used for human occupancy 


located more than 75 feet above the lowest level of fire department 


access, be modified to install sprinkler systems.

REQUIREMENTS AND INSTRUCTIONS

The California Penal Code §933(c) requires any public agency which the Grand Jury has reviewed, and about which it has issued a final report, to comment to the Presiding Judge of the Superior Court on the findings and recommendations pertaining to matters under the control of the agency.  Such comment shall be made no later than 90 days after the Grand Jury publishes its report (filed with the Clerk of the Court); except that in the case of a report containing findings and recommendations pertaining to a department or agency headed by an elected County official (e.g. District Attorney, Sheriff, etc.), such comment shall be made within 60 days to the Presiding Judge with an information copy sent to the Board of Supervisors.

Furthermore, California Penal Code §933.05(a), (b), (c), details, as follows, the manner in which such comment(s) are to be made:

(a) As to each grand jury finding, the responding person or entity shall indicate one of the following:

(1) The respondent agrees with the finding

(2) The respondent disagrees wholly or partially with the finding, in which case the response shall specify the portion of the finding that is disputed and shall include an explanation of the reasons therefor.

(b) As to each grand jury recommendation, the responding person or entity shall report one of the following actions:

(1) The recommendation has been implemented, with a summary regarding the implemented action.

(2) The recommendation has not yet been implemented, but will be implemented in the future, with a time frame for implementation.

(3) The recommendation requires further analysis, with an explanation and the scope and parameters of an analysis or study, and a time frame for the matter to be prepared for discussion by the officer or head of the agency or department being investigated or reviewed, including the governing body of the public agency when applicable.  This time frame shall not exceed six months from the date of publication of the grand jury report.

(4) The recommendation will not be implemented because it is not warranted or is not reasonable, with an explanation therefor.

(c) If a finding or recommendation of the grand jury addresses budgetary or personnel matters of a county agency or department headed by an elected officer, both the agency or department head and the Board of Supervisors shall respond if requested by the grand jury, but the response of the Board of Supervisors shall address only those budgetary or personnel matters over which it has some decision making authority.  The response of the elected agency or department head shall address all aspects of the findings or recommendations affecting his or her agency or department.

Comments to the Presiding Judge of the Superior Court in compliance with the Penal Code §933.05 are required from the:

ADDRESSEE WHO MUST RESPOND       RECOMMENDATIONS 

DATE

 Mayor, City of San Diego
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� San Diego Fire-Rescue Department Inspections and Permits


� Fire Loss in the U.S. during 2004, NFPA, August 2005


� National Fire Protection Association, August 2005, U.S. Experience with Sprinklers


� ibid.


� City of San Diego Office of the Fire Chief
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