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Chicago Fires Are a Poignant Reminder of the Need to

Build Fire Protection into our Neighborhoods

Orland Park, IL (March 30, 2006) – It’s happened again; this time twice within a few hours:  Fire struck two Chicago neighborhoods with devastating results early Wednesday morning.  Today families, friends, neighbors and firefighters are mourning the deaths of four children and an adult, all lost in the blazes.  Fire officials have stated that no working smoke alarms were present in the two apartments where the victims were killed. 

“Smoke alarms are essential in every home, but they can only protect us when they are kept working,” said Tom Lia, executive director of the Northern Illinois Fire Sprinkler Advisory Board (NIFSAB).  “These two most recent fire tragedies are an immediate reminder to all to make sure every level of every home is protected by working smoke alarms.”  NIFSAB recommends testing household smoke alarms at least once every month (by pushing the test button), and replacing 9-volt batteries every year. 

According to the nonprofit National Fire Protection Association, 96 percent of homes have at least one smoke alarm.  But roughly half of all home fire deaths occur in the four percent of homes that lack them. And in an estimated one-quarter of homes with smoke alarms installed, the devices are not operational, putting even more residents at risk of fire injury and death. 

“We applaud the Chicago Fire Department’s immediate distribution of free smoke alarms within the affected neighborhoods and hope this outreach will increase the safety of the residents,” Lia adds.  “But this week’s sadness should serve as a permanent inspiration to go further in safeguarding our communities. This and every fatal residential fire is a poignant reminder of the need to build in state-of-the-art fire protection in today’s communities, so we can protect current residents as well as future generations.”

Working smoke alarms are an effective life safety technology, but they cannot and will not do more than announce a blaze.  Building occupants must respond quickly and appropriately in order to benefit from their early warning.  In contrast, residential fire sprinkler systems detect a fire in its earliest stages and immediately, and automatically, put water on the flames.  This quick action controls or extinguishes a fire, reducing the amount of toxic smoke and super-heated air.  Without sprinklers to control the flames, tremendous heat and poisonous smoke build up quickly, and can spread throughout the building with devastating speed, making a safe escape difficult for most and impossible for some.  

That’s why three national model codes now require fire sprinkler system installation in new construction of one- and two-family dwellings.  Recognizing the life-saving impact sprinkler systems have on the infrastructure, many communities have been forging ahead without a national standard, establishing ordinances to mandate sprinklers.  With nearly 40 jurisdictional ordinances on the books, Illinois is second only to California for the large number of communities with residential sprinkler ordinances passed.

“Simply put, fire sprinklers save lives and prevent injuries.  And they do that without having to replace any batteries or deal with the hassle of nuisance alarms,” Lia says.  “Fire sprinklers stand ready to protect residents, almost as if a firefighter were on duty in the home around the clock.  The best protection for homes is a combination of smoke alarms and a fire sprinkler system.  Together, they make families safer and help keep neighborhoods intact.”   
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