(DATE)
Mr. Michael L. Ticktin, Esq.

Chief, Legislative Analysis

State of New Jersey 

Department of Community Affairs

Post Office Box 802

Trenton, New Jersey 08625-0802

Reference:  N.J.A.C. 5:23-3.21(c)3xxii, IRC/2009, section R313.1, townhouses


       N.J.A.C. 5:23-3.21(c)3xxiv, IRC/2009, section R313.2, one and two family dwellings

Dear Mr. Ticktin:

I am writing to you as a fire service professional, and, on behalf of the members of the (INSERT YOUR DEPARTMENT NAME) Fire Department to urge the Commissioner, in the strongest manner possible, to adopt as regulation in the State of New Jersey, the requirements found in the International Residential Code, 2009 edition, mandating the installation of fire sprinklers in all new one and two family dwellings and townhouses. The adoption of this critical life safety regulation will significantly improve public safety not only for the general public, but also for the dedicated members of the fire service who respond daily to their calls for assistance, not only in (YOUR COMMUNITY NAME) but  throughout our great state.

Despite the tremendous progress that has been made over the past 30 years reducing fire injuries and deaths, due to the widespread use of smoke detectors in the home, the United States still has one of the highest annual per capita fire death rates of any industrialized nation. Regrettably, most of those deaths occur in the home. A serious residential fire is reported about every 80 seconds, and, the more than 400,000 fires that occur annually in one and two family dwellings account for more than 70% of all fires, and, a similar percentage of the 3,500 annual fire deaths that still occur. In New Jersey, in 2007, the latest year for which statistics are available, 70% of all structure fires occurred in residential occupancies, and of those, 61% were in one and two family dwellings. Of the 76 civilian fire deaths statewide, 51 (68%) occurred in one and two family dwellings. In addition, since they are the most common cause of fire, statistics consistently show that a high percentage of firefighter deaths and injuries occur while operating at one and two family dwelling fires. 

Smoke detectors do a tremendous job of providing early notification of a fire to the occupants of a dwelling, hopefully giving them adequate time to safely escape; however, they do nothing to proactively control the situation. One surprising study found that from 2000 to 2004, 34% of fire deaths in one and two family dwellings occurred in homes with a least one working smoke alarm. Residential fire sprinklers, as with any type of automatic fire suppression system, are designed to rapidly control, and/or extinguish, a fire while it is still in its incipient stage. Not only does this active response provide the occupants with additional time to escape the potentially deadly effects of smoke, heat and toxic gases, it also significantly reduces the property damage that the fire causes. Automatic fire sprinkler systems, including residential systems, have consistently been shown to be more than 96% effective at extinguishing incipient fires, or, confining them to the area of origin, until the arrival of the fire department.
We have long known the benefits of sprinklers in places like office buildings and schools, which are often protected by sprinklers, even though the occupants are awake and alert. Excluding the World Trade Center, there has never been a documented fire with more than three fatalities in any sprinklered occupancy. Our citizens should be afforded that same protection in the location where they spend most of their time, and sleep, their home. Your justification for this proposed rule correctly states that the risk of dying in a home fire decreases by more than 80 percent when sprinklers are present. 

In addition to the tremendous benefits identified above, residential sprinklers will also have a significant positive impact on firefighter safety by providing an active mechanism to quickly control and/or extinguish fires in one and two family dwellings that as a result of modern lightweight construction techniques are widely known to collapse quickly in a fire. The fact is indisputable, residential sprinklers will save firefighters lives, and, reduce injuries, saving money for our communities.

While there will inevitably be those groups, primarily with profit driven motivations, who will aggressively oppose New Jersey adopting the residential sprinkler requirement, the fact is that residential sprinklers are extremely cost effective, as is well documented in your Housing Affordability Impact statement. Scottsdale, Arizona, which has mandated residential sprinklers for more than 20 years and has 40,000 sprinklered homes, documents installation costs as being between $0.55 and $0.75 per square foot. Other estimates put the cost at approximately 1% to 1.5% of the cost of construction. In reality, either of these estimates, as well as your documentation, in all probability, makes the cost of installing a residential fire sprinkler system less than the cost of many popular cosmetic enhancements such as granite countertops, upgraded carpeting, or ironically, installing a lawn sprinkler system. While testifying in favor of the residential sprinkler requirement, Karen Mann, a fire safety advocate and the mother of a fire victim put the cost factor into context stating: “the cost to put sprinklers into the home where my daughter died would have been less than what I had to pay for the flowers at her funeral”. There is also a 50 to 66 percent reduction in average property loss per fire in homes that are equipped with sprinklers. Installing home fire sprinklers can also help to reduce homeowner fire insurance premiums. Of course, as beneficial as cost savings are, we must stay focused on the fact that the true benefit is the potential for lives saved in our community. That cost is immeasurable.

The fact is indisputable that residential fire sprinklers are an extremely successful life safety tool, and long term, will have a tremendous positive impact on fire safety in the United States. Hopefully New Jersey will be at the forefront of this progress toward significantly reducing civilian and firefighter deaths and injuries, as well as, reducing fire related property damage. I strongly encourage you to resist those who will prioritize minimal upfront cost before fire and life safety and adopt the residential sprinkler requirement. The undisputed beneficiaries of residential sprinklers will be the citizens and firefighters of New Jersey. 

Thank you in advance for your time and consideration of this critical fire and life safety issue. Your assistance and cooperation is greatly appreciated. 

Sincerely,

BY ORDER OF:
James V. C. Yates, Director

Distribution:  Career members, General Order Book in each station, Director's Office

