Sprinkler notes Revised Draft 2 including  RB changes and MC revised 7-19-09
It’s two o’clock in the morning in the fire station.  Sleep doesn’t come easily on duty and is never as good as at home. Everyone knows that just like the vehicles, when the bell hits, there will be no warm up time. It’s time to go.

The click of a relay elicits an instant, almost Pavlovian response. Eyes snap open as the lights come on, the bell hits and the voice of a dispatcher comes over the intercom with the primary dispatch information.  It is a full response. That means that this is a confirmed fire.  

Our heavy bunking pants are prearranged over the boots at the side of the bunk. In one motion, feet slide into the boots, pants are yanked up and suspenders are hooked over shoulders. It’s a race to get on the rig before the bay doors are fully opened.  From deep sleep, we are now in full motion within a few seconds.

The ideal contingent for a working fire includes several different types of assets.  Just like a sports team during the big game, there are a variety of interrelated tasks that must be performed in concert to bring the situation to a successful conclusion. In general terms, these tasks break down into two broad areas of responsibility: Truck work and Engine work. It is the Engines responsibility to get water on the fire. The Truck is responsible for search and rescue as well as ventilation. I’ll get back to this in a minute. 

This early morning fire is in a single family home. The area was developed in the nineties to the latest code.  A working class neighborhood, some of the original owners remain, many in their retirement. The new folks are primarily young families trying to get started. 

As we roll code red to the scene, a familiar laundry list of thoughts and considerations flashes through my head (even though I’ve been awake less than two minutes): 

How long was this fire burning before notification; this housing development is primarily of lightweight construction. 

At this early hour, in a residential occupancy, there are probably people inside.  Have the smoke alarms operated?

We will be the first-in truck.  This means making a lot of critical choices in lightning speed, after only being awake for several minutes: Establish command if it hasn’t already been done. What resources do I have on the way? Will rescues be necessary? Will we be in time for an offensive attack?

What about exposures?  I know that these houses are positioned with minimum side lot clearances. A fully involved structure can jeopardize the entire block.

These thoughts are interrupted by the radio breaking with secondary dispatch information. The 911 call came from a house across the street. Smoke and flames are visible from the first floor of a two story structure.  Occupant status unknown. We are about a half mile away.

As we pull up to a position adjacent to the fire building, I can see two sides of the structure. There is a house to the left with about ten feet between them. The fire has vented and flames are coming out a first story window between the houses. A side yard on the right provides about forty feet of clearance to the next house on the row. A swing set stands in the side yard. There are two cars in the driveway and a tricycle on the porch. No sign of the occupants.   

The first- in engine is about a minute away.  There is a decision to be made. I know that a family lives in this house. There isn’t time to gather more information. The situation is rapidly deteriorating.  Without intervention, the temperature inside this home will continue to rise until the rooms flash over. There will be zero chance for survival.

If the family is in there, and if it is still a tenable environment, it is up to us to get them out. As a ladder truck, we don’t carry any hose or water.  I split the crew for search and rescue. I have just put three firefighters and myself in harm’s way. 

This scenario is not a Hollywood script- rather it is a realistic glimpse into a drama that plays out on a far too regular basis across the country year in and year out. We have developed structures for every conceivable purpose and use. We have codified the demand for active fire protection; sprinklers, in every significant type of building… with the exception of one; the single family home, which is supposed to be our shelter, our safe place. 

This type of occupancy takes more lives (civilian and Firefighter) every year than any other.  Why is more money spent on watering the lawn or upgrading kitchens and bathrooms than significantly reducing the risk to civilians and firefighters?  Council members think about it.  How long would it take you after waking up in the middle of the night to make a life saving, critical decision?  Time is the enemy. Fire sprinklers give firefighters and the people we are sworn to protect … time.
On behalf of the Washington State Council of Firefighters, please keep the requirement for home fire sprinklers in the code.  Thank you.    
