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It’s time to celebrate 
National Fire Prevention 
Week and check into the 
2011 theme of “Protect 
Your Family from Fire!”  

On the surface, that just 
appears like common 
sense. However, there are 
some important notions 
included in the message. 
Recent research from the 

National Fire Protection Association underscores that children learn much more when the focus is 
on doing something positive. Teachers and parents know that as well! But we sometimes fail to live 
that lesson within our everyday adult responsibilities or with our extended families. So here are 
some “family protection tips” for our annual remembrance of The Great Chicago Fire of 1871.

• Teach tenants how to read the back of a smoke detector to know the type of detector they 
have (ionization or photoelectric or both) and how old it is. They can better alert you when 
it’s time to change out the detector.

• Remind tenants to test their detectors on the first of every month to assure the batteries are 
still connected and working. (A Spokane family of 6 came within 1 minute of injury or death 
in an August fire where the batteries were disconnected and the tenants had assumed only 
the landlord could test detectors).

• Encourage tenants to turn on a timer every time they begin to cook. This protects them from 
unattended cooking fires.

• Remind tenants to keep a pan lid handy whenever cooking in order to quickly smother a 
small grease fire.

• Encourage tenants to carry renter’s insurance because the annual premium of about $150 
far outweighs the personal losses or liability from fire.

• Keep ashtrays available near outdoor plantings to encourage smokers to use the safe 
containers rather than stub out a smoldering butt in organic potting soil or mulch that burns.

Fire Prevention Week: Oct. 9-15



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. 

• Clear a 3-foot area around space and 
baseboard heaters so that nothing 
can start a fire as days and nights 
turn cool. 

• Keep exit paths open and fire doors 
closed to provide a safe path of 
escape if needed.

• Help each family understand the fire 
escape plan for their building.

Whether the smoke detector is hardwired into the 
electrical system or one that is simply screwed into the 
ceiling, it still has a limited life span.
While it is recommended that detectors be replaced at 
least every 10 years, some detectors may fail long 
before that. 

The 10 year replacement schedule is based on a 
statistical average failure of 3% per year. After 10 
years, that means the detector has a 30 % (and 
statistically unacceptable) predicted rate of failure to 
alarm.  In many cases, the horn will last longer. But 
that does not mean that the alarm system is 
trustworthy…only that there may be a siren working if 
the button is pressed.

Spokane Fire Department recently found a smoke 
detector in an apartment that was dated Mar 21 1980. 
In short, the various tenants who have lived in that unit 
since March 1990 were never protected by a working 
smoke detector. The landlord and tenants have simply 
been lucky. 

Paying $15 for a new detector pales in comparison to 
the potential for serious injury, death, destroyed 
property and probable lawsuit. 

For a review of ionization and photoelectric smoke 
detectors, read the February 2010 and October 2010 
issues of this newsletter at www.spokanefire.org under 
“Prevention”.

•Fire Prevention Week always 
includes October 9th because 

that was the day in 1871 when The 
Great Chicago Fire gained full strength as it 
swept through the city.

• The fire killed more than 250 persons, 
destroyed 17,400 structures, left 100,000 
homeless and burned a section of Chicago 
stretching 4 miles long and 1 mile wide.  
Compare that to current Spokane!

• Mrs. O’Leary’s cow did not kick over a 
lantern to start the chain of fire! Fire officials  
could not confirm the actual cause but 
speculated about careless neighbors 
smoking in or near the O’Leary’s barn. 

• The Great Peshtigo Fire started at about the 
same time on October 8, 1871 near what is 
now Green Bay WI. It scorched more than 
1.2 million acres, burned 16 smaller towns 
and killed over 1,100 people.  It is the 
deadliest wildfire in U.S. history.

• The weather condition for the Great 
Chicago and Peshtigo Fires was similar to 
the hot, dry winds that occurred on October 
16, 1991 and the start of Spokane’s own 
“Fire Storm ‘91”. 

 
 Q: SMOKE DETECTOR 
LIFE SPAN?

 A: 10 YEARS OR LESS
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