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SAFETY “Ins and Outs”
When it comes to the everyday activities associated with getting into or out of one’s home, it can 
become too easy to navigate on our own “cruise control”. But such an approach can overlook 
potential obstacles that could change a taken-for-granted pathway to an entrapment during a fire 
scenario.

Fire and medical response is significantly slowed down whenever the building address is difficult to 
see from the middle of the street. For larger apartment complexes, it is essential that fire lanes 
always be maintained for Fire Department usage only. Building complexes designed with multiple 
clusters of apartments should have clearly marked site maps at the entrance. For every apartment, 
individual units should have easy-to-read unit numbers or letters on the door.

Once on scene, any emergency situation can further escalate if firefighters/paramedics are unable to 
enter the building because of an outdated Knox box. Whenever locks are changed, master keys or 
swipe cards must be updated as well. If you need to check on the accuracy of keys in your Knox box, 
call Spokane Fire Department at 509.625.7000 for assistance.

Once inside a building, it is critical that main pathways are not blocked by decorations, furniture or 
storage. Look at your hallways from the perspective of a firefighter or tenant trying to navigate in 
dense smoke or EMTs trying to roll a gurney to a patient.

Your building may be required to have back-up emergency lighting and exit signs to assure a safe 
passage out in the event of a fire or power failure.  If so, check monthly to make sure these lights are 
all functioning correctly. Also, gasoline and other flammable liquids and fuel powered equipment such 
as lawnmowers, weed trimmers, and snow and leaf blowers are not allowed to be stored in buildings 
unless the building was designed for such use.  These can present a serious life safety hazard for 
residents in case of fire.



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.

Building codes specify the size and spacing of steps. Uneven or missing stairs can spell serious 
liability in a fall and real tragedy in a fire emergency.  Stairs require handrails placed at a minimum of 
42” in height and constructed so that the hand can easily grasp them. 

If you rent individual houses, you must make sure that basement rooms will never be used as 
bedrooms unless they have egress windows. Look at the exit possibilities from second or third floor 
bedrooms. Would you allow a member of your own family to stay in them overnight?  

X-IT
Spokane Fire Department does not recommend a 
particular business or product. However it is helpful 
to know that there are alternatives to the most 
common portable fire escape ladders.  Many of the 
two and three story escape ladders now sold in 
hardware stores state they are good for just one 
use only. Part of the reason for that disclaimer is 
the difficulty in repacking the ladder once it is used. 
The X-IT ladder that can be seen at 
www.escapeladder.com is lightweight and easy to repack so that it can be used for practice. It costs  
about $90 and is not limited to one use only.

There are a number of permanent ladders available for second or third floor bedrooms. Some of 
these look like a slim drain pipe when not in use. They are activated from inside the home and pop 
out so the rungs are at a 90 degree angle to the house. Google the internet or view one sample that 
costs about $330 at www.calicoladders.com. 

CRIME FREE MULTI-HOUSING 
Spokane Fire Department provides the firesafety session that is part of 
the two-day training for landlords and property managers coordinated 
by Spokane C.O.P.S. The Spring 2014 sessions will be on April 17 and 
April 24 at 2120 E. 1st Ave. The $75 fee covers the training manual 
and lunch on April 17. For more information and to register, contact 
Maurece Vulcano at 509.835.4572 or mvulcanot@spokanepolice.org
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