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“ An ounce of PREVENTION is worth a pound of cure.”  
-Benjamin Franklin

This year, National Fire Prevention week is observed October 3 to 9 with the official theme of 
“Smoke Alarms: A Sound You Can Live With”.

In the 1950’s before smoke detectors were readily available, about 1,000 Americans died every 
month in the U.S. from residential fires. Smoke detectors reduce the chance of dying in a home 
fire by 47%.  In the past few years, between 2,800 and 3,000 people have died annually in home 
fires. According to the National Fire Protection Association, about two-thirds of these deaths 
occurred in residences without working smoke detectors (i.e. no detector, no working battery or 
the detector failed to sound). 

By Washington State law, landlords must provide working smoke detectors for their tenants and 
inform them whether they are hardwired or battery-operated. In a similar manner, tenants must 
keep the detector operable with good batteries and never disable the device. 

Problem: Tenant removes battery because detector always sounds when they cook or take a 
shower.



Remind tenants how to best extinguish a kitchen grease fire 
by putting a lid over the pan and turning off the heat. 
Recommend that tenants always keep a lid and a box of baking 
soda handy whenever they cook with grease.  While your older 
tenants may be aware of this simple information, many teen and 
young adult cooks have no idea how to extinguish a grease fire 
and may even reach for water!

Keep grills a safe distance from siding, eaves, wooden 
decks and overhanging branches.  Although grills account for 
only a small portion of cooking-related fires, propane grills on the 
decks of multi-family residences can dramatically accelerate any 
fire that starts on the exterior of a building. 

Investigate new technology that addresses the problem of 
cooking fires.    If you have tenants who are part of the “higher-
risk-for-cooking- fire” groups of college students or senior 
citizens, you will be interested to learn more about the CookStop 
device that monitors movement in the kitchen and shuts off the 
stove when the cook leaves the room or falls asleep. You can 
learn more at www.cookstop.com. 

On a related note, Spokane Fire Department Prevention 
personnel had the opportunity to witness the effectiveness of the 
Safe-T-element TM at a 2009 presentation in Spokane. A pot of 
water was kept boiling on a hot plate fitted with Safe-T-elements. 
A piece of ordinary paper placed on the element and under the 
pot of water was slightly scorched after several hours, but was 
not burned. The Safe-T-element TM replaces the regular element 
on stovetops. It is more energy-efficient than a regular burner 
because it allows more even warming at a lower temperature. It 
actually prevents stovetop fires because it automatically shuts 
the stove off when temperatures reach a maximum of 350oC or 
662oF. (Oil ignites at 370oC or 698oF.) For more information on 
how the U.S. Navy has studied the effectiveness of this device 
on base housing, go to www.wsafc.org/Lists/NewsArticles/
DispForm.aspx?ID=2.

Studies conducted by the NFPA 
and US Fire Administration 
show that:

•Unattended cooking is the 
single leading factor contributing 
to home fires.

•Males face disproportionate risk 
of a cooking fire injury relative to 
the amount of cooking they do.

•More than 50% of home 
cooking injuries occur when 
people try to fight the fire 
themselves.

•Although gas grills are used 
about 1.5 times as often as 
charcoal grills, they are involved 
in 5 times as many fires.

•More than one-third of 
residential cooking-fire fatalities 
occurred while the victims were 
sleeping.

Be sure to visit our website at
www.spokanefire.org 

There you will find links to our blog, 
Facebook, Twitter and YouTube pages!
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You can sign up for this monthly newsletter, ask 
a fire-related question or suggest a specific 
safety topic by contacting Jan Doherty at 
jdoherty@spokanefire.org or by calling 625-7058. 

Access this edition of Apartment Safety Notes as 
well as back issues at www.spokanefire.org under 
“Prevention”.

Solution: Replace ionization detectors with 
photoelectric models, especially whenever the 
detector is  located closer than 20 feet from the 
kitchen or bathroom. This will reduce or eliminate 
nuisance alarms. Also remind tenants they do 
not have the right to jeopardize your property or 
their neighbor’s home by removing smoke 
detector batteries!

Problem: Smoke detector has new battery but 
continues to “chirp”.

Solution: Check the back of the detector to 
determine the date of its manufacture. If the 
detector is nearing 10 years old, replace the 
whole unit.

Problem: Both hard-wired and battery operated 
smoke detectors have a limited life span. You 
cannot expect any smoke detector to work after 
10 years, even if the horn still sounds. With a 3% 
failure rate per year, smoke detectors have an 
unacceptable 30% failure rate by ten years. 
Some will fail before then.

Solution: Keep a chart for each rental unit with 
the type of detector (ionization or photoelectric), 
the manufacture date and replacement dates.

Problem: Ionization detectors, the type installed 
in an estimated 90% of residential units because 
they were  a few dollars cheaper than 
photoelectric ones, have significant delays in 
responding to slow-burning, smoldering fires. 
Photoelectric detectors respond 10 to 40 minutes 
faster in that type of fire. People have died in 
buildings protected only by ionization detectors 
that failed to alarm in a smoldering fire, such as 
the kind caused by unattended smoking 
materials or older wiring. 

An Historical Note…

National Fire Prevention Week was initiated to 
remember the devastation of The Great Chicago Fire 
that began the evening of October 8, 1871.  Before the 
blaze was contained, a three square mile section of 
Chicago was destroyed, 250 people had died and over 
100,000 persons were left homeless. (For the record, 
Mrs. O’Leary’s cow did not start the fire by kicking over 
a lantern!  It is now believed that a careless smoker 
accidentally started the fire near the O’Leary’s barn.) 

On that same night, small fires used to clear land in 
northeastern Wisconsin were swept by hot, dry winds 
into a fury that devastated 2400 square miles and 
killed more than 1200 people. 

For more information on these two fires, see 
www.peshtigofire.info and read The Great Fire by Jim 
Murphy.

Solution: Install at least one photoelectric detector 
on each level of every unit. Photoelectric detectors 
cost about $15. For more detail on this situation, 
see www.wthr.com/global/Story.asp?s=6552929, review the 
February 2010 edition of this newsletter at 
www.spokanefire.org (under  “Prevention”, then the 
bottom left column) or call Spokane Fire 
Department at (509) 625-7058.
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