            PRE-PLANS, A KEY FOR
            HIGH-RISE FIRE SAFETY

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

     This article is going to discuss fire safety in high-rises, especially in high-rise hotels.  We must first remember that when people are on vacation, for a

Week-end, a week, or a month or so, they are trying to just get away, relax, and forget all about their problems.  And, unfortunately, they become even

more lax about their safety.  They will now become the problem.
     People generally believe that fires and emergencies (hurricanes, earthquakes, power failures, etc.) only happen to the other people, never themselves. They believe that they only will see these emergencies on television.  Their life changes when it does happen to them.
     Generally, people know their community.  They know where the nearest firehouse is, and probably know Fireman John Smith. And he knows them. They feel safe about that.  They know more than one route out of town, if an evacuation of their community was requested.

     But on vacation, do they ask where the nearest firehouse is? No. They do not know how long that it will take for the nearest fire apparatus to respond to get to their hotel.

     Most people like staying on the upper floors for the view.  But how close is a fully manned ladder company?  If they need to be rescued and evacuated all of this is very important, especially  if they are elderly and if they will require special assistance.

     We in the fire service must be prepared to meet these challenges.  Some area in the United States, especially in the Southeast and Southwest, where the winter months has a population that will double the local year round residents. Is the fire department of those communities prepared to meet the needs in case of fire or emergency?  Do those fire departments have the manpower and apparatus to meet the needs of the larger population, not just the year round residents?

     This is why local fire departments must meet with and work with all hotels, privately owned and corporate.  Fire Departments must train their members, pre-plan and then set up their Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) for their department, plus any mutual aid fire departments that will respond with extra assistance.
     Fire Departments must request, and, if necessary, demand more money from the local municipality of elected officials to meet the needs of required manpower, apparatus, station locations, and equipment that is required to conquer a fire or emergency in these types of structures.  Fire Officers must remind elected officials that high-rises, especially hotels in their community generate many tax dollars for their municipality.
     Without getting into a total High-Rise Fire Evacuation Plan, I will outline basic guidelines to be used in all residential high-rise structures, especially in hotels.  Don’t forget, there is a large turnaround of residents (guests) in these types of occupancies.

     Hotels, by nature of their occupancy and which many times have a large number of guests, face the problem of people who are unfamiliar with their building.  This presents a special life hazard in the event of a fire.  We in the fire service must educate hotel management and their employees (especially their security staff) to do the following:

· Without delay, call  the fire department at  9-1-1.

· Ascertain, if possible, information about the fire; location, floor, room number, is the room occupied and the number of guest in the room.
· Return all elevators to the lobby and hold them for fire department use only.  Elevators are not to be used by guests when there is a fire in the building, unless it is deemed safe by the Fire Department Incident Commander.

· Post a simple floor plan diagram at the front desk and on all floors, detailing the general layout of the building.  Indicate elevators (not to be used in a fire), stairwells and which stairwells will go to the roof and which stairwells will have standpipe risers and connections.

· Keep the telephone switchboard manned.  Give priority to all calls from the fire floor and the floors above the fire.  Prepare a list for the Fire Department of rooms in which persons report that they are trapped by fire and/or smoke.

· If smoke conditions are causing people to leave their rooms, direct them to two floors below the fire, via the stairwell.

· Keep a supply of master keys (minimum of one set per floor) at the front desk for fire department use, only.

· Have the buildings Fire Safety Director of the hotel meet with the arriving fire department companies.  He will give the fire department all important information, including all building plans, master keys, the location of the fire and action that has already been taken.
     The local Fire Department must inspect and check to see that all individual guest room doors are self closing and are fire doors.  Also, the fire department must check to make sure that all doors to the stairwells are self-closing and are always closed (this is fire department SOP, prior to a fire).  Members must check to see that all fire doors that subdivide the corridors are closed or have an automatic self-closing device in proper working order.  Members must make sure that all standpipe fire hose outlets are in good order and that they are properly marked.

     Also, the outside standpipe and fire sprinkler Siamese inlet connection must be accessible and serviceable.  Test the interior fire alarm system, and review the monthly test records.  The same monthly inspection must be preformed on all portable fire extinguishers.

     It is very important to check at the base of all elevator shafts and to make sure that they are clean and clear of all rubbish and junk.  Are all exits unlocked and unobstructed?  Are there proper, lighted exit signs and lights in good order and have they been inspected by a certified company?  The same goes for all Emergency Lights in all hallways.

     Is the Sprinkler control valve sealed in the Open position and labeled to include the main and branch lines?  The standpipe fire pump must also be checked, tested and be operational.
     The local fire department must have a working relationship with all hotel management and be familiar with the fire safety plans for that particular building.  Make sure that the hotel has copies of all typical floor plans available at the fire alarm control panel.  The local Fire Safety Security Director must always have access to them.

     Make sure that the local Fire Department is available to the hotel, to help them develop these plans (usually thru the Fire Marshal’s Office).  Or the fire department can direct the hotel to a professional fire consultant who can assist the hotel in getting their SOP in order.  It is vital that all first alarm engine companies, ladder companies and the first due chief have these fire safety plans available to them in their apparatus as they are responding.

     Good working relationships between the local fire departments and the hotels will help both successfully meet the challenges presented to them.
