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

KIDS USING

NOTES
MARCH 2011
Children can be curious about fire,
fascinated by the flicker of flames
or the shape of a lighter.
According to The Burn Institute in
San Diego, children cause nearly
80,000 structure fires each year
in the U.S. These fires cost an
estimated $1.2 billion in property
losses.

A new report from FEMA
indicates that children 9 years of
age or younger account for 93% of
the fire fatalities that result from
kids playing with matches or
lighters. In Spokane, we have seen
children under the age of 3 start
significant house and apartment
fires. Toddlers can get some lighters to work by running them over an upholstered chair or
carpeting, in a manner similar to playing with a small car.

FIRE

Children use fire for a variety of reasons. Preschoolers may just be pushing the buttons on a
lighter or copying the actions of a parent. Boys making a fort may just want a more realistic
campfire. Girls may want to impress their friends with a special candle display. Teens may copy
an aerosol trick with Axe body spray that they found on the Internet. Whatever the specific
reason, most kids totally underestimate the power of fire: they falsely believe that they can
always control it.
Human beings cannot comprehend fire until at least age 8. For younger children, it is therefore so
important for parents (and babysitters) to understand how critical it is to keep matches and
lighters “out of reach and out of sight”. In addition, caregivers need to be constantly aware that
children are closely watching the behaviors modeled for them by the adults and the media in
their lives.
Age-appropriate education, adequate parental supervision and secured fire-setting tools will solve
the problem for about 50% of the children who misuse fire. For the other half, there is need to
help the family find additional resources from counselors, teachers, or associations that can
provide alternate direction or activities for the child. Child fire-setting is not just a fire
department issue: it involves the entire community.
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Approximately one in every four fires in the U.S. is
intentionally set. About 50% of these fires are set by
youth under the age of 18. Fire and burns are the
leading cause of unintentional home injury death
for children between the ages of 1 and 14.
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