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You told us what you wanted-now you have it

My name is Todd Short and I work for the City of Redmond who successfully passed a local amendment requiring fire sprinklers in all new homes. I also serve on the IRC TAG. During Redmond’s public hearings we heard from the building community that passing a fire sprinkler mandate would result in a reduction of housing starts and negatively impact our ability to provide affordable housing. Well this has simply not occurred. Developers and builders are still developing and building in Redmond. Over xxx building permits have been issued since you voted unanimously to allow our local amendment. There is no measurable difference between developments in Redmond versus our neighboring cities. The testimony that the builders used to dissuade our efforts in passing an ordinance has not come to fruition. Ultimately our City Council was not swayed by the builders statements and they embraced the facts that make fire sprinklers the obvious choice in providing homes “built in” fire and life safety. 

The Fire Service has stepped forward to let you know that a residential fire sprinkler mandate is critical to providing an acceptable level of safety in our homes. We are united in our support. Labor unions, Fire Chiefs associations, prevention associations, public educators, whether departments are paid or volunteer, in every state of our country firefighters charged with a duty and obligation to protect and serve their citizens are saying that the time is now for fire sprinklers to be installed in every home. This level of support is unprecedented given that many departments can’t agree on what color the fire engine should be painted or what size and amount of hose should be on a fire engine. There is a rally going on because we know what the facts are, we see them on a daily basis while serving citizens every second of every minute, every minute of every hour, every hour of every day, every day of every week, every week of every month, and every month of every year. We are united and we are determined. Firefighter deaths occur every year and the single greatest place we lose our brothers and sisters is in fires that occur in homes. The SBCC told us, as did many builders, that the issue of fire sprinklers should be dealt with at the national code level. That required a 2/3 majority vote at the national code hearings. The Fire Service is united as evidenced by the fact that at the national code hearings over 72% of the ICC members voted in approval of the residential fire sprinkler requirement.

It is interesting to me that fire sprinkler advocate groups have something in common. They all deal with the devastation of fire. The fire service, insurance industry, burn care professionals, burn victim advocacy groups, college campus safety groups, fire protection engineers, and advocates for elderly or disabled citizens are well aware of fire’s indiscriminate capability to devour and destroy. Groups not in support of fire sprinkler requirements are not generally present at the scene of a fire. They don’t have to deal with the devastation that fire has on its victims. The costs associated with a home fire are not factored into their arguments it is the cost of the system installation that dominates their discussion. This should not be overlooked when you are deciding whether you should leave the fire sprinkler requirement in the code. I am proud of my profession, I consider it a privilege to serve the citizens of my community, I have taken an oath and accepted the duty and obligation to serve and protect. This duty brings me here today. The fire service is obligated to tell you the facts. If you say no to fire sprinklers, then you are setting a course that will result in continued fire death and injury rates that the fire service cannot and will not support.

Many jurisdictions are anticipating the requirement for fire sprinklers to become effective January of 2011 and thus have not pursued local amendments to require fire sprinklers. This Board and many builders were in agreement that the issue of fire sprinklers should be dealt with at the national level and included in the base code. Well, it is now in the base code. Now we hear from the builders that the issue should be dealt with at the local level. Which is it? The local amendment process will be the only solution for jurisdictions to use if you take the sprinkler requirement from the base code. This debate will then be occurring many times in various locations which will lead to more and more inconsistency in code application across this state. 

This debate seems to gravitate toward costs with developers and builders saying that the cost is too high for the value received. Subjective values are tossed around to justify the positions. Risk management tells us to pay attention to low frequency, high cost situations. We do this all the time by purchasing insurance for our homes, belongings, health, cars, boats, and many more items. Now consider the amount of money that is spent year after year to manage risk in our lives. Home insurance easily averages over $1000 per year, every year. Consider that insurance does nothing to limit or prevent disaster; it only is used to mitigate something already lost. However, fire sprinklers can limit loss, prevent injury and death, and the only premium you pay is for the initial installation. Homes can be protected with an initial cost that provides protection and value for the first family and all future families that will live in the house. The cost debate must include the value debate. Fire sprinklers end up being one of the most cost effective methods to limit damage and provide value to the home owner. Don’t be misled by the argument suggesting that the reduction in insurance premiums should pay for the fire sprinkler installation, doing this diminishes the impressive cost effective value that fire sprinklers provide.

Spokane

Redmond recently reduced the fire sprinkler installation costs for each home by over $1000. Cite Maryland study.  This is an NFPA report and you can access it at http://www.firesprinklerinitiative.org/assets/files//FSI_Comparison_Analysis_Final_Report.pdf 
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