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Deadly Chicago Condo Fire May Have Been Avoided if the City of Chicago Enforced its Life Safety Evaluation Program
City of Chicago Providing False Hope to Its Residents

CHICAGO (December XX, 2009) – Early Thursday morning today, a five-alarm fire started at The Plaza on DeWitt, a 407-unit high-rise condominium here, and an 84-year-old woman, who lived alone in her 36th-floor condo, lost her life in the blaze.  Twelve others were injured, including five firefighters and a 55-year-old man who suffered heavy smoke inhalation.  
The tragic event needlessly repeats a January 2002 fire in the same building that also claimed one individual’s life and injured 11, including eight firefighter injuries. This recurrence should not have happened and surely calls into question the effectiveness of the “minimum requirements” of the City of Chicago’s Life Safety Evaluation (LSE).

This tragedy may have been avoided if the City of Chicago Department of Buildings had enforced its LSE program, which was designed to protect the lives of building occupants in pre-1975 high-rise buildings by requiring enhanced and more effective life safety measures in these older high-rise buildings.  Building owners of all affected high-rises had to submit a plan to the City two years ago showing how they would increase the life safety measures in their buildings.  However, the City failed to establish a process to review the plans and failed to enforce the plans.
“The City of Chicago created a false sense of security for the residents of older high-rise buildings who thought they would receive enhanced life safety measures such as residential fire sprinklers,” said National Fire Sprinkler Association (NFSA) President John Viniello.  “If the City would have followed-up on its original plan of action, this tragedy may have been avoided.  The City of Chicago needs to evaluate and enforce these plans immediately before another tragedy occurs.”
According to the Chicago Fire Sprinkler Substitute Ordinance (13-196-203), all high-rise buildings built before fire sprinklers were required in 1975, must be retrofitted with a fire sprinkler system by 2017.  Fire sprinklers had to have been installed in at least one-third of each affected building by January 1, 2009.  Chicago Fire and Building Officials were to enforce this ordinance with fines ranging from $500 to $1,000 per violation.
A fire in a high-rise building is particularly dangerous.  Occupants can be cut off from escaping down the stairs, and fire ladders can only reach the tenth floor.  According to the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA), there have never been multiple fire deaths in a building with a properly installed and maintained fire sprinkler system. 
One of the most important life safety measures building owners should consider is a fire sprinkler system.  Fire sprinklers help control fires from spreading and in many cases, automatic fire sprinklers extinguish a fire before the fire department even arrives on the scene.  Fire sprinklers also provide firefighters valuable time to do their jobs and save residents.
To reduce the financial impact of fire sprinkler installation, legislation is currently working its way through the U.S. Congress, called the Fire Sprinkler Incentive Act (H.R. 1194), that would provide tax benefits for property owners that install fire sprinkler systems.  The bill would amend the Internal Revenue Code of 1986 to classify automatic fire sprinkler systems as five-year property for purposes of depreciation.

About the National Fire Sprinkler Association 
Established in 1905, the National Fire Sprinkler Association (NFSA) is the voice of the fire sprinkler industry.  NFSA leads the drive to get life-saving fire sprinklers into all buildings; provides support and resources for its members – fire sprinkler contractors, manufacturers and suppliers; and educates authorities having jurisdiction of fire control matters. Headquartered in Patterson, N.Y., NFSA has regional operations offices throughout the country. www.nfsa.org.
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