
ESPN SportsCenter anchor, Hannah Storm, has recently 
become a voice for propane grill safety as she continues to 
heal from significant burns caused in an explosion on the 
deck of her home last December. While fortunate that she 
did not suffer third degree burns, she still experienced the 
extremely painful procedures patients in burn centers must 
endure in order to heal. Storm attributes her life-changing 
experience to the fact that she had failed to carefully read 
the safety instructions for their propane grill. She is doing 
everything possible now to alert the public not only to the 
common safety rules associated with propane grills but also 
to the need to become familiar with the fine print contained 
in all product safety instructions. 

In Hannah Storm’s situation, the wind had blown 
out the flame and she assumed the gas had 
dissipated into the winter air. In a March/ April 
2013  NFPA Journal article, Storm describes how 
she had followed the basic guidelines for propane 
grills by having the lid open when initially starting 
the grill and during the time she was preparing to 
cook the meal. When she later noticed the grill’s 
flame was out, she shut off the gas. But what she 
didn’t know could have killed her. Hannah did not 
realize that, because propane is heavier than air, 
the gas had accumulated near the grill. She failed 
to wait at least 5 minutes before turning the propane 
back on again. So as she barely turned the propane 
back on, there was an immediate explosion that blew the doors off the grill and made the neighbor 
think the roof had collapsed in his home. The explosion instantly caused second degree burns on 
Storm’s face, neck, chest and hand.

Today, Hannah Storm recommends waiting 15 minutes before turning the gas on again should the 
flame ever go out while in the process of cooking.  Additional rules from the National Propane Gas 
Association include the following reminders:

• Always read the manufacturer’s instructions for the particular brand of propane grill you use.
• Never bring propane cylinders indoors or into an enclosed space such as a garage.
• Never leave a propane cylinder in a vehicle. After purchase, immediately transport the 

cylinder home in a well-ventilated vehicle.
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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 (509) 625-7058.

•When refilling a cylinder, always have the supplier check for dents, 
damage, rust or leaks.
•Never store spare cylinders beneath or near the grill.
•Always store cylinders in an upright position.
•Never smoke while handling a propane cylinder.
•When a grill is not in use, cover the disconnected hose-end fittings 
and burner air intakes with small plastic bags or protective fitting 
caps to keep out dirt, insects and moisture.
•Before lighting a propane gas grill, use a leak detection solution or 
soap (one part water to one part liquid detergent) to check all 
connections. Never use open flame (i.e. matches or lighters) to 

check for gas leaks in the connections.
• Be certain the grill burner controls are turned off and the cylinder valve is closed when not 

in use.
• Never allow children to play with the cylinder or grill parts.
• If there is ever a significant and uncontrolled release of gas or flame, call 9-1-1 immediately 

for the Fire Department and move all people and pets away from the grill area.
. 
For more of Hannah Storm’s story, see www.nfpa.org/hannah. 

Should there be any type of fire incident at your 
apartment sites this summer, how do you assure that 
everyone who lives in the building is accounted for?    
(a) The manager has an updated list available 

showing all occupants by unit.
(b) We hope for the best.
(c) Tenants know their neighbors.
(d) Combination of (a) and (c).
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