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Illinois Group Says Chicago Life Safety Evaluations

Provide False Sense of Security for High Rises

Orland Park, IL (May 15, 2006) – The Northern Illinois Fire Sprinkler Advisory Board (NIFSAB) is warning occupants of high-rise buildings that the Chicago Life Safety Evaluation program falls well short of the national standard of safety, providing a false sense of security from fire and smoke dangers.  

The Chicago Life Safety Evaluations (LSE) have been required since early 2005 and were developed as an alternative to a public safety ordinance proposed by Alderman Edward Burke (12th) that would have required retrofitting of all high-rises in the city with automatic fire sprinkler protection.  

Instead of providing high-rise residents with the most trustworthy fire protection available, the City of Chicago passed a watered down ordinance requiring LSEs be conducted in all residential high-rise buildings except those that voluntarily install fire sprinkler systems.  The buildings are required to be evaluated and scored on 18 different criteria and must achieve a “passing” score in order to avoid retrofitting with fire sprinklers.

That approach might have been reasonable had the City required the local LSE program to be equivalent to the nationally recognized and accepted model for fire safety evaluations developed by the nonprofit National Fire Protection Association (NFPA). NFPA 101A, Guide on Alternative Approaches to Life Safety, is intended to be used in conjunction with NFPA 101, Life Safety Code®. The 101A fire safety evaluation system is time-tested and has been proven through widespread use across the U.S.  If the Chicago buildings were evaluated using NFPA 101A, they would be substantially safer than through the new LSE ordinance program.

The State of Illinois Division of Fire Prevention most recently adopted the 2000 Edition of NFPA 101, Life Safety Code®, upgrading from previous adoptions of 1985 and 1991 Editions. Instead of utilizing NFPA 101 and NFPA 101A, Mayor Richard M. Daley hired Schirmer Engineering Corp. of Deerfield, IL to write a new, compromise code for the City.  

The compromise LSE program does not address the high-rise building as a whole.  It fails to appreciate the different characteristics of a high-rise building (means of egress protection, vertical penetrations, smoke control, compartmentation, etc.) and the importance of proper maintenance.  In short, Chicago’s LSE program lacks a life safety package approach that is considered standard throughout the nation.  

Further, the LSE program provides nothing that the Chicago Fire Code and Chicago Building Codes didn’t already require except for a fire department communications system in stairways, which was in response to specific issues that were identified following the fatal 2003 Cook County Administration building fire.   

Under the LSE program, building owners and property managers are making minimal repairs to various aspects of their buildings.  Because there is no follow-up, these “quick fixes” have the potential to fall into disrepair, putting the building condition right back where it was before the evaluation. Residents who are paying good money for the Life Safety Evaluation and complying with the minimal LSE requirements will naturally believe their “fixes” will prevent the kind of tragedy that occurred in the Cook County building fire.  With this false sense of security, they may also believe they are now living in a building that is equivalent to a building protected throughout with sprinklers.

Nothing could be further from the truth.  There is no fire protection system comparable to fire sprinklers. 

Unfortunately, there is no improved life safety benefit achieved by the Chicago LSE program.  The ordinance is a sham and it has the potential to contribute to lives lost should future fires occur in the buildings affected by the LSE ordinance.

NIFSAB is a non-profit organization composed of fire officials, contractors, building officials, suppliers, architects, engineers, and manufacturers.  NIFSAB is dedicated to educating and informing the public and elected and appointed officials of the vital role that fire sprinklers play in fire protection. 

For more information visit www.firesprinklerassoc.org.

