IAFF Convetion on Las Vegas August 2008

Resolution No. 15

COMMITTEE ASSIGNMENT:  Policy

Re:  Photoelectric Smoke Alarms

          WHEREAS, over 3,000 citizens perish in structural fires across the United States and Canada every year; and

          WHEREAS, in at least 30% of these fires, it has been documented that the smoke alarms operated and in 20% of these fires, the smoke alarms were disabled; and

          WHEREAS, there are two principle types of smoke alarms that are intended to alert occupants of building fires:  ionization and photoelectric smoke alarms. Ionization smoke alarms predominantly detect the presence of extremely small particles of smoke – often invisible – typical of flaming fires, while photoelectric smoke alarms predominantly detect larger smoke particles – always visible – typical conditions found at smoldering fires; and

          WHEREAS, research indicates that both ionization and photoelectric smoke alarms are intended to provide occupants time to escape.  However, ionization smoke alarms may not operate in time to alert occupants early enough to escape from smoldering fires; and

          WHEREAS, current research indicates that ionization smoke alarms detect flaming fires marginally earlier than photoelectric smoke.  However, ionization smoke alarms are far more prone to nuisance alarms increasing the probability that they will be disabled by building occupants; and

          WHEREAS, photoelectric smoke alarms detect smoldering fires and fires starting in areas remote from smoke alarms significantly earlier than ionization smoke alarms; and

          WHEREAS, dual alarms, also called combination alarms, that contain both technologies are available but the benefit over photoelectric in the response to fires is marginal. They are more costly, and they will experience the same nuisance problem as ionization smoke alarms; and

          WHEREAS, as many fires in residential occupancies begin as smoldering fires, particularly when occupants are sleeping, photoelectric smoke alarms provide more effective all-around detection and alarm than ionization alarms; and

          WHEREAS, failure to detect a fire and provide an early alarm places building occupants at risk from an ever-escalating fire; and

          WHEREAS, such escalating fires place the lives of firefighters responding to an increasing risk from such an escalating fire; and

          WHEREAS, the increase in the use of photoelectric technology has the potential to save hundreds of lives each year and should be promoted as the technology of choice by members of the IAFF in their homes; and

          WHEREAS, IAFF members should advocate for their mandatory requirement for placement and use of photoelectric alarms in fire and building codes, in a manner similar to recent legislation in Vermont and Massachusetts; and

          WHEREAS, the Professional Fire Fighters of Vermont, with the assistance and technical expert testimony from IAFF Local 718 member and Boston Fire Department Deputy Chief Jay Fleming successfully lobbied for such legislation that on May 29, 2008, Governor Jim Douglas signed into law as the first in the nation legislation mandating the installation of photoelectric smoke detectors in all new construction and at the time of sale of property in Vermont; therefore be it

          RESOLVED, That the IAFF propose and support the mandate of only photoelectric smoke detectors in United States and Canadian federal law, in all state, provincial and local legislation, and in all standard development organizations' building, fire and life safety codes and standards; and be it further

          RESOLVED, That this official IAFF position be presented to the United States Fire Administration, the United States National Institute of Standards and Technology, the Congressional Fire Services Institute, the National Fire Protection Association, the International Code Council, the International Association of Fire Chiefs, the National Association of State Fire Marshals, the Council of Canadian Fire Marshals and Fire Commissioners Health Canada, the Standards Council of Canada, the United States Consumer Product Safety Commission, and the Consumers Association of Canada.

Submitted by:  Professional Fire Fighters of Vermont 

Local 718, Boston, MA

Cost Estimate:   None

COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATION:  Adopt

CONVENTION ACTION:  Adopted
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Smoke signal: Firefighters take a detector stand 
by Courteney Stuart
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In his own words, for nearly 15 years Boston Deputy Fire Chief Jay Fleming has been on a “one man mission” to change the type of smoke detectors used in American homes.

Not anymore. Last week, nearly 300,000 troops joined Fleming’s battle when the International Association of Fire Fighters became the first major American fire organization to formally endorse photoelectric smoke detectors and, in the process, to formally condemn ionization detectors, which Fleming argues are responsible for at least 10,000 fire-related deaths since 1990.

“We’re making progress!” Fleming says of the resolution– co-sponsored by Fleming’s Boston department, Local 718, and the Professional Fire Fighters of Vermont– that passed unanimously by voice vote last week at the IAFF’s annual convention in Las Vegas.

Professional Fire Fighters of Vermont president Matt Vinci is also thrilled that the resolution passed. “It’s an issue that firefighters throughout the United States, Canada, and the world need to understand,” says Vinci, whose organization fought for state legislation mandating photoelectric technology following a fatal 2005 Barre, Vermont fire that killed a mother and four children after their ionization detector failed to sound an alert.

In May, Vermont Governor James Douglas signed that legislation, and at the recent IAFF convention he praised firefighters for taking a stand on photoelectric detectors. Massachusetts passed similar legislation this year, and Tennessee is currently considering laws enforcing photoelectric-only technology in new construction.

What’s wrong with ionization detectors? The IAFF resolution cites the 3,000 fire-related deaths that occur in this country and Canada each year, and states that in 30 percent of those fatal house fires, a smoke detector activates. Ionization detectors, the resolution states, “may not operate in time to alert occupants early enough to escape from smoldering fires.”

In another 20 percent of fatal fires, the detector has been disabled. According to one Alaskan study, ionization detectors are up to eight times as likely to be disabled as photoelectric detectors because of their propensity for false alarms.

As explained in two recent Hook cover stories, ionization detectors don’t detect the larger particles released by a smoldering fire, which is the type most likely to kill people when they’re sleeping. In various smoke detector tests– including one conducted by the Hook in June– ionization detectors didn’t trigger at all until a smoldering fire had erupted into flames.

By that time, residents in a burning structure could have become incapacitated by the various poisons released by a smoldering fire, including carbon monoxide and even cyanide. Photoelectric detectors, on the other hand, detect both types of fires, although they may react 30 seconds slower than ionizations in a flaming fire.

Fleming argues they still provide enough time to escape in either fire scenario, and he points out that they’re also less prone to false alarms.

The resolution seems to pit the IAFF against the International Association of Fire Chiefs, which endorses combination technology– detectors with both ionization and photoelectric components. But IAFF spokesperson Rich Duffy says the intent of the resolution “wasn’t to be at odds.” Instead, he says, “we’re keeping the focus on the issue.”

Members of the IAFF, he says, are convinced that photoelectric will save not only the lives of residents but also of firefighters, who are themselves safer if they receive earlier fire alerts provided by photoelectric detectors.

IAFC spokesperson Ann Davison declined comment on the resolution, citing her organization’s annual convention, also held last week, which delayed review of the document.

Fire officials from both Charlottesville and Albemarle fire departments say they are aware of the IAFF’s resolution but that it hasn’t changed their minds. Albemarle County Fire Marshal James Barber says his department supplies combination detectors through its free smoke detector program, and will continue to do so.

To Fleming’s point that the combination detectors are still more susceptible to false alarms and are more likely to be disabled, Barber replies, “We try to place it in such a way to reduce those nuisance alarms.” He notes that kitchens are one of the main places for fires to begin, and many kitchen fires begin as fast-flaming fires. Seconds can count in such a scenario, Barber says.

Firefighters test smoke detectors when they’re installed, he says, then instruct residents to replace batteries every six months when the time changes, even if the battery is still functioning.

Charlottesville Chief Charles Werner is also sticking with combination detectors– although the city uses a model that come with a 10-year unremovable battery. Werner insists that the permanent battery prevents people from disabling the detector, and he notes a “hush” button allows residents irritated by false alarms to quiet the device.

Like Barber, Werner notes that he has seen flaming fires result in fatalities and he believes the advantage in such scenarios justifies the continued use of combination detectors. “Photoelectric alone seems shortsighted,” he says.

Fleming disagrees. He argues that the Boston Fire Department gives out photoelectric-only devices because they’re concerned that “People will take the whole detector off the ceiling” if the false alarms become irritating enough.

Still, he concedes that the combination with permanent batteries “is far better than the ones that most people have,” and he says he prefers to save his energy for the most pressing battle: making sure ionization-only models become a thing of the past.

The print version of this story incorrectly stated the size of smoke particles detected by ionization detectors. It has been corrected online. –ed.
