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H you ware building a homea that had an alarm sysiam,
woldn't you still want fo know that the front door had & secure lock?
Of course you would. Alarm systems can increase security, but you
woldnit view them as a substitiute for more basic and reliable
profective measuras such as locked doors.

¥ei, when it comes 1o fire safely, why are spanklers
considered more important than more basic forms of fire protection swch
as fire-proofed steel columns, of doors and walls made of
fire-regigiant materials?

Americans have reason to be concemed about the state
of fire safety in bulldings in which they and their families work,
ive, shop, leam and piay. Those who change building codes - the
docurments thal establish the fire safety of all public and private
buildings - have accepted the principle that sprinklers virually never
fail. Thersfore, most building codes require a mirmmum offire-resistant
consiruction.

The issue is paricularly relevant for Connecticut,
which is considering adepting the Intemational Bulding Code (IBC).
The safety and propary-protection provisions of (e code will
determine, o a large extert, how safe occupants of new buildings will
be i afire.

Virtually everyons agneas thal sprinklers save [wes



and property and, therefore, should be mandatory in cersin typas of
buligings. However, aven if one balieves that sprinkiers never fail,
there is still causa for concsm, because few deficencias identified
during inspactions of sprinkler systems are comected. SBan Francisco
recanty racorded more than 2 200 fire safely viokations in cne year,
including sprinkler infractions, yet only 14 parcent wers avar
comected.

Another yardstick of our vulrerabdity to sprinkiar
failure s the recent product-recall recond of sprinkiers. During a
three-year penod beginnang in 1998, the LS. Consumer Product Safety
Commission sought to recall 67 sprinkier modals, representing more than
37 milon sprinklers manufaciured batwean 1261 and 2001, Mast new
sprinklers have electronic monitors to confirm that the system is
working, but thay don't detect whather the sprinklers are faully or 80
clogged with corrosion that water cannol get through,

In recent yaars, the ihree national model building
cocas have alliowed the use of more sprinklers while reducing
requiremants for fireproofing, fire-resistant doors. walls and
cailings, and other dapendable, tme-proven measures that slow the
progresa of flames and protect steel beams and columns fram buckling in
a fire.

In response to the growing reliance on sprinkiers for
fire protection, the new IBC under conssderation m Connecticut allows
for talber and wider buildings, with more open, flexible space and
fewer fire-rasistant saparation walls to slow the progress of a fire,
Morsover, the moded code allows fire retings o be reduced or
aliminaled for some intersor partitions as well as for critical
siructural componants swuch 8% columns and russas,

Many code officials view fire-resisiant consiructicn
as a costly excess, bul firafightars and fire damage investigators see
it 85 & lifasaver.

The mora firaproofing and othar fire-resisiant
construction desigred into a structure, tha less likely it is o
collapse during a fire and trag, injure or kil s occuparts, The need
for adequite built-in protacton becomes all the mara critical wian the
sprinkhers fail

A case in point is the World Trade Center dizsaster.
Although truly an extracrdinary evenl, additional fireproofing of the
steel columng might have alowed oocupants and firefighters mare time
io escape the inferno befone the fowers colapsad,

In & less spectacuiar ragedy, clogged pipes - caused
by oorrosion from bactena in the water supply - led to a sprinkler
faibure duning a Pennsylvania nursing home fine last year that killed
an Bl-yaar-0ld woman and injured her sistar. The system's pipes wera o
clogged that the full force of waler couldn't resch the sprinkler
hibacks.

Evary building in Connecticut should have bath
sprinkiers and fire-resistant construction for the safety of everyans
wino works or lives hare.
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