A p a r t m e n t
SAFETY
NOTES
SPOKANE FIRE DEPARTMENT

Where there’s
smoke…
While unattended cooking remains the #1 cause
of home fires, careless smoking continues to be
the #1 cause of fire death in the U.S.
This is true despite the decreased number of
smokers since 1980 and improvements in
flammability standards for upholstered furniture
and mattresses in recent years.
Fire risk indicators from the National Fire
Protection Association (NFPA) show that the risk
of dying in a residential structure fire caused by
smoking materials rises with age. Older residents
are more likely to be on medications that can
cause drowsiness and be less likely to trek
outside the building whenever they want to
smoke.
Adults with respiratory problems who are on
medical oxygen and still smoking present a
particular hazard to themselves, to the other
tenants in their building and to responding
firefighters. There is no safe way to smoke if
you are using medical oxygen. Even if the tank
is shut off, the fire danger remains because of
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increased oxygen concentrations that
absorb into the person’s clothing, hair,
bedding or furniture and near the
connecting tubes. Where an individual
indicates by statement or action they intend
to continue smoking while using medical
oxygen, some physicians may refuse to
prescribe the oxygen because the fire and
burn risk outweighs the benefit of therapy.
Smokers on oxygen often suffer extreme
burns or die from the immediate contact
with oxygen-enriched flame. At a minimum,
there should be a general policy in all
rental housing that “No person can smoke
in an apartment unit where medical oxygen
is used.”
More fire losses result from careless
smokers than from smokers on medical
oxygen. Fire risks increase whenever
smoke detectors have been disabled, when
tenants mix smoking with alcohol or drugs,
or when the smoker is sleepy. Current
statistics from the NFPA show that 40% of
the persons who died in home smokingmaterial fires were sleeping at the time of
the fire. Large apartment fires in the
Spokane area have also been caused by
smokers discarding cigarette butts in
potted plants. Potting soil is not “dirt”: it
contains combustible organic material.
It is helpful for apartment managers to link
with multiple resources in the community to
better address the problems associated
with smoking in multi-family residential
units. Since more than 85% of adults in
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