               HOW TO -   NOT TO

        BATTLE A TAXPAYER FIRE

By: Nationally Certified Fire Instructor, J.W. FitzPatrick, Jr.     

     Older cities with old downtown areas and newly developed communities all have a common type of building occupancy – the taxpayer.
     This type of structure is generally a one or two story commercial occupancy.  It can also be a strip mall in a shopping center setting.

     Even in cities that are more than two hundred and fifty years old, commerce is moving away from the downtown, and now the taxpayer or strip mall are now becoming common in all neighborhoods, residential included.  Downtown areas are becoming extinct.  The taxpayer becomes convenient for suburban residents, many of which live in subdivisions to do their shopping in a taxpayer structure.
     The word taxpayer comes from the realization that commercial owners and tenants generally pay most of the tax burden to a community, be it a town, city or a county type of government.  These buildings can be one-story rows of stores, or two story buildings, with the first floor being occupied by stores and the second floor generally being occupied by offices.

     Many of the buildings in the northern United Stated (mostly the northeast) have basements but in the southern and western states they are built on concrete slabs without basements.  A lot of them were built before strict building and fire codes went into effect.  Many newer structures in the south didn’t have strict codes or codes at all until recently.

     The greatest problem firefighter face is the fact that the attic, or as we call it the cockloft is a large open area.  This means that it extends from one end of the building to the other end without firestops, sometimes more than one hundred feet in length.  This is known as the common cockloft.
     Renovated taxpayers pose the greatest problems with features such as new drop ceilings. Some older structures have many drop ceiling, largely because of the original high ceiling in many buildings.  These in effect create another cockloft area.  Sometimes there is a sprinkler system in the building, but when the ceiling is dropped, the sprinkler system is not brought down to the ceiling level.  That is poor code enforcement.
     Other problems can be extensive ceiling lighting, insulated ceilings and roofs and extensive duct systems for air conditioning units.  Plumbers and electricians poke holes into these ceilings and other openings to run pipes and wiring thru. They sometimes forget to insulate the openings around their pipes and wires to prevent fire from traveling upward.  This will help fire to spread faster to an adjoining tenant.  Poor workmanship and maintenance must be checked by proper code enforcement.
     Many times floor and ceiling beams run from store to store, not having firestops at store partitions.  This creates concealed horizontal flues for the length of the taxpayer.  Store ceilings possess little or no fire resistance.

     If the building has a basement, that will become a major concern to firefighters operating at the scene of the fire.  Many times basements under stores are separated by partitions of flimsy, combustible materials and the basement stairs are enclosed by a light partition or covered by a wood trap door.

     The best protection and assistance to the fire department is for a solid, concrete block wall from the basement through the first and second floors, also going through the cockloft, up through the roof, extending a few feet above the roof line.
     Automatic sprinkler systems should be installed in all new construction (single family residential, apartments and commercial), and are very highly recommended to be retrofitted in older structures, especially if renovations are going to be done to these structures.  Many communities require sprinkler systems only for buildings that are more than three floors tall.
     But a properly operating sprinkler system can confine a fire to one or two sprinklers.  Ninety-five percent of all fires in a properly operating sprinklered structure will confine / hold the fire with three or less sprinklers. Then the fire department can come in and finish the extinguishment.  So my question is; what difference is it if the fire is on the first floor, or an upper floor of a high-rise structure?  All buildings no matter how many floors should be sprinklered.  They work the same way, no matter what floor that they are on. Sprinklers save lives and property.
     Many single story taxpayers have metal deck roofs, but with all types of construction a typical taxpayer will weaken rapidly under heavy fire conditions.  Adequate manpower and apparatus/equipment are essential. 
     An early, heavy attack will permit effective interior and roof operations.  Ventilation and the opening of the roof are important and are vital to stopping the fire’s spread, especially when there are no firestops.

     Getting ahead of the fire and trenching the roof is an absolute must to successfully cutting off the fire.  And remember, that one large hole, directly over the fire is much more effective than many smaller ones.  I recommend an eight foot by eight foot hole, again directly over the fire.

     For the engine company attack, the first line should be an interior attack hose line.  The second line should go to feed the sprinkler system, if there is one.  If the fire is advancing faster than safety permits, multiple additional lines should go to master streams, deck guns, tower ladder or ladder pipes.

     For ladder companies, ventilation, as stated before, especially roof ventilation is of paramount importance.  The firefighters’ speed and skill in opening up are essential to overcoming rapid spread of the fire.  Skylights and scuttle covers must be removed, opened, or if necessary broken.  Exterior fascia must be opened or removed for examination of the cockloft.
     And remember, life safety is the truck company’s primary responsibility. Check basements, the first floor and all floors above the fire.  Also, exposure buildings must be searched, if conditions are advancing towards them.  Explore the six sides of the fire building.  Watch adjoining and rear structures, as fire may enter through hidden opening in the walls.
     Partitions are easily breached for ventilation, rescue operations or for advancing and operating handlines and master streams.  Truckies must have long hooks ready for use.

     If the fire is difficult to locate on arrival, you must look for the heaviest concentration of smoke in various stores.  Feel show windows, door, skylights and sidewalk / basement trap doors.  Look for cracked or discolored window panes.

     Inside the stores, feel the walls, partitions and floors Examine basements and cocklofts.  And listen for crackling noises of the fire.

     Hopefully these words of advice can help all members of all companies in the operations a taxpayer fires.
