Fire Sprinkler Trade-Ups Offer Advantages to

Developers, Homeowners and Communities

Excerpts from the NFSA Fire Sprinkler Guide 2000 Edition

F
ire sprinkler advantages are, in reality, construction design options permitted when fire sprinklers are provided in the building. These advantages have been referred to as trade-ups, design options and other miscellaneous terms, which sometimes create an illusion of giving up the requirement for something less effective. In all cases, sprinkler advantages provide increased fire safety over the protection that was provided originally in the code. By implementing trade-ups and design options with automatic fire sprinkler protection, fire safety can be increased and municipal operating costs can be controlled while providing economic and design incentives to developers to lower construction costs.

The best time to promote the trade-up concept for subdivision development savings is prior to submitting subdivision plans. Local authorities should review and modify all overly restrictive development and construction requirements to make sprinkler protection economically feasible. When proper subdivision and development options are provided, development cost can be reduced. The possibility of lower-cost lots can encourage fire sprinkler installations. Sprinklered developments give an excellent opportunity to provide increased fire safety without burdening   the municipality with ever-increasing expenses in fire department staffing. 

Fire sprinkler advantages provided by the building code should be applied in the original design. Trying to apply the advantages following final plan preparation usually results in increased architectural fees and may not provide the overall design advantages and savings in construction costs.

The cost of developing raw land into an approved building site presents a number of options for developments protected by automatic fire sprinklers. These options are only applicable if all the buildings in the development will have built-in automatic fire protection. These options include:

Street Width Reduction: Street widths may be reduced. Quick access to the building by larger pieces of fire equipment is unnecessary so traffic lanes may be reduced from twelve feet to ten feet, a savings of at least four sq. ft. of pavement of every linear foot of street in the development. Saving in stormwater requirements and road maintenance.
Longer Dead-End Streets: Dead-end streets may increase in length from 200 to 500 ft. Additional building lots may be accessed.

Tee Turnarounds Permitted: 80 to 100-foot diameter cul-de-sacs are normally required to permit rapid turnarounds of larger fire vehicles in developments. The permitted use of tee turnarounds in sprinklered developments can create at least one additional lot per cul- de-sac.
Increased Street Grades and Building Setbacks Permitted: Street grades over 10 to 12 degrees and building locations more than 250 feet from paved fire vehicles access may be permitted. This can increase the flexibility in land use and be extremely beneficial in residential subdivisions constructed in hilly terrain.

Additional Units Permitted:  Although the actual percentage may vary, increases of up to 20 percent are not uncommon. The additional units spread the development cost over more units and reduce the cost per unit. This can mean substantial savings to the developer in reducing both the up-front costs, as well as the interest charges. Lower development costs per unit should mean lower selling prices per unit.

Expansion of Existing Water Supply May Not Be Needed: Required fire flows for fully sprinklered developments can be reduced by as much as 75 percent compared to non-sprinklered developments. This reduction could determine whether expensive upgrading of the existing water supply system would be required. Reductions are based on the size of the buildings and the type of construction used.

Increased Hydrant Spacing: Reduced fire flows also permit the use of smaller water supply mains and permit increased fire hydrant spacing.  Supply mains may be reduced as much as two inches while hydrant spacing can increase from 250 feet to 1,000 feet. Smaller mains and fewer hydrants mean lower development costs.

Reductions in Water Connection Fees: Reductions through negotiation can result in lower tap fees or standby charges. Fire departments use far less water in developments with sprinklered buildings. Unrealistic tap fees and standby charges for fire sprinklered buildings must be eliminated wherever they occur. These charges have been used as a means to raise revenue without raising rates. Building owners should not be charged additional fees for providing a fire sprinkler system when they are also paying for the main and fire hydrants at the street.
New Fire Stations: When entire developments have sprinkler protection, developer contributions for the construction of a new fire station may be reduced or eliminated.

Decreased Death Rates and Property Loss: Over time, communities with fully sprinklered developments should see a decrease in fire death rates and property loss.

Scottsdale, Arizona has had an ordinance requiring fire sprinkler installation in all new construction for over 15 
years. Today, more than half the homes in Scottsdale are protected by sprinklers.  In addition to the benefits described above, a detailed history of the effects of the automatic sprinkler code in Scottsdale shows a significant difference in fire loss and water damage following fires that occurred in homes with fire sprinklers compared to homes without sprinkler protection. Most important, not a single person has died in homes with fire sprinklers.

Requiring all new construction to have fire sprinkler systems is a win-win decision. The community has additional fire protection without either higher taxes or increased insurance rates. The developer can reduce his land development costs.  The builder can reduce his construction costs.  And the buyer will have increased life and property protection at a lower cost.
