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October 5, 2009

RE:  Opposition to R313

Issue – Freezing of fire sprinkler systems

Water freezes.  That is a scientific fact.  
The State of Washington has a climate that can produce temperatures that will freeze water in a normal household during the cooler months.  The cost of water damage from freezing pipes can be a concern to a homeowner when water thaws and flows into the home.  Consider this – freezing pipes can happen in a home with or without fire sprinklers.  There is no difference in freezing domestic plumbing and freezing fire sprinkler piping in a residential flow-through fire sprinkler system.  They are one and the same thing.  If the fire sprinkler system is separated from the domestic water piping, the same care and maintenance is required to keep both of the systems from freezing.  A residential fire sprinkler system is just an extension of the domestic water system.
When a home is built, the same thought for laying out a plumbing piping system is needed for a residential fire sprinkler system to make sure that freezing is addressed.  Placement of piping, location of insulation, thermostat set-point, and location of potential cold air sources needs to be evaluated.  Would you put a pipe to a sink on an outside wall without insulating the wall?
If a residential fire sprinkler system has frozen, it requires the same expertise and care to thaw or repair as a domestic water system.  

So once a system is installed, how do you keep it from freezing?  Just like domestic plumbing systems, keep the water temperature above freezing.  But, you have to prepare for the worst scenario.  Keeping a thermostat at 45 deg. F. is just fine when the outside air is below freezing to about 20-25 deg. F. (depending upon your insulation), but what happens when the temperature goes to 0 deg. F. or lower.  The insulation level is the same; the heat loss is now greater based on the larger temperature difference between the interior and outside; the heating unit will try and maintain the temperature at the thermostat, but water piping away from that can be getting colder.  In Maryland, authorities suggest setting thermostats to 58 deg. F. for individuals that leave for the winter due to the cold extremes that could occur there.

What about turning off the water?  This would be a last resort, but if the water is off, that usually means that there is nobody left in the building.  Since residential fire sprinklers are primarily life safety systems for protection of citizens, this would be just fine for the single family dwelling units only.  The same goes for seasonal dwelling units.  If nobody is living in the dwelling unit at the time, then the fire sprinklers are just protecting the property.  It is costlier to protect the property than it is to protect the occupants.  

There are many studies and reports indicating that since Anchorage, Alaska has had a fire sprinkler ordinance, they have not had a fire sprinkler system freeze.  This should not be unexpected.  Each year, they have extreme cold temperatures and experience has shown them that they need to keep their water piping from freezing.  Now providing freeze protection is done without a thought.

Freezing is neither a pro or con when considering residential fire sprinklers, just like when considering regular plumbing.  No matter what, the potential for freezing is present any time the temperatures cool below 32 deg. F.  This should not impact the use of plumbing or fire sprinklers.
