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In the past 25 years the ADA has made great progress in 
helping people with disabilities gain access to public 
accommodations.  

Unfortunately at the same time the community has seen 
its ability to safely get out of a building reduced.

Why Are We Here?



• Understand how state building codes impact fire safety, 
evacuation, and survival for people with disabilities.

• Describe best practices in emergency preparedness for 
underserved populations, including people with visual, auditory, 
and developmental disabilities.

• Identify opportunities to advocate for inclusive fire safety 
practices while supporting integrated community living.

Learning Objectives



• Fire service began in 1974, the first 20 years as a volunteer firefighter / 
EMT, the rest as a career.

• Idaho State Fire Marshal in 2001 – 2014, one of the longest serving 
SFM’s in the country.

• Served on the National Association of State Fire Marshal’s (NASFM) 
Board of Directors and represented the organization within the code 
development process for over 10 years.

• Served on an advisory board for the publishers of the Fire Code for six 
years.

• Overall fire code geek

Mark Larson: Fire Code / Safety Consultant



• State Fire marshals, local fire chiefs and fire marshals 
and code enforcement officers all have authority within 
their jurisdictions.

• Over the years the fire guys have realized they can 
maximize their impact through ‘prevention’…being 
proactive in their efforts to keep fires from happening.

Fire Marshals & Protection and Advocacy  



What is happening now…                                       

Addressing the Oversight…

It is the responsibility of the NDRN and our member 
organizations to protect and advocate for the civil rights of the 
People with Disabilities community in the United states. To that 
extent we are taking/have taken the following steps:

• January 2016: Convened full day conference of national 
disability and fire advocates to vet the issue of detection/ 
notification barriers

• April 2016: Following the January conference, NDRN formally 
petitioned the US Access Board to address our concerns.



What is happening now…                                       

Addressing the Oversight…

Continued:

• June 2016: Introduced the Code Awareness and Inclusion 
program at the Baltimore conference.

• September 2016: Successful presentation to the FAB about 
removing recognized barriers.

• October 2016: Presented the Code awareness / Inclusion 
program to NEMA in Savannah GA.

• October 20016: Presented the FAB presentation to disability 
and fire advocates in New England.

• Today: Webinar



Three types of ‘codes’ related to buildings

• BUILDING: Deals with ALL buildings, except residential.

• FIRE: Deals with buildings covered by the building code.

• RESIDENTIAL: Deals with one and two family dwellings and 
certain townhouses.  

Brief History Of The ‘Codes’



Codes, Standards 

• NFPA – National Fire Protection Association

– Building Code, NFPA 101

– Standards, NFPA 10, NFPA 13, NFPA 72

• ICC – International Code Council

– IBC, IFC, IMC

Listing Bodies

• UL – Underwriters Laboratories, (2 divisions)

• Intertek ETL

• FM Global – Factory Mutual

NFPA & ICC



Overall trends for nonresidential building fires and losses for the 

10- year period of 2004 to 2013 show:

• A 14 % decrease in fires.

• A 10 % decrease in dollar loss.

Yet despite this decline, these statistics also show

• A 9 % increase in deaths.

• A 7 % increase in injuries.

https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/pdf/statistics/nonres_bldg_fire_estimates.pdf

Fire Statistics

https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/pdf/statistics/nonres_bldg_fire_estimates.pdf


The People With Disabilities Community in the United States:

• Approximately 57 million citizens (18.7 percent) are recognized as 
people with disabilities. 

• About 38.3 million citizens (12.6 percent) are recognized as people 
with severe disabilities.  

Additionally the US elderly population is also growing:

• Roughly 40 million citizens are over the age of 65 (13%)

• By 2030, it’s estimated that the number will be 72 million

People with Disabilities



Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 
1990 is a wide-ranging civil rights law that 
prohibits discrimination based on disability. 
It affords similar protections against 
discrimination to Americans with disabilities 
as the Civil Rights Act of 1964

The American With Disabilities Act 

Appendix 1



In part, the ADA defines discrimination as:

• a “failure to remove architectural barriers, and 
communication barriers that are structural in nature, in 
existing facilities”

42 U.S.C.§ 12182(b)(2)(a)(iv) 

Requires public accommodations to:

• “maintain in operable working condition those features 
that are required to be accessible”

42 U.S.C. § 12182(b)(1)(E); 28 C.F.R. § 36.211(a)

The American With Disabilities Act 

Appendix 1



1995 FEMA Emergency Procedures Report

In 1995, the Federal Emergency 
Management Association published 
a report emergency procedures for 
people w/ disabilities in case of a 
fire in commercial occupancies.  

“Reasonable accommodation as 
mandated in ADA is intended only to 
provide this same level of safety and 
utility as is provided to everyone.”

Appendix 2
https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads
/txt/publications/fa-154.txt

https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/txt/publications/fa-154.txt


• The “reasonable accommodation” as mandated in ADA is intended only 
to provide this same level of safety and utility as is provided to 
everyone.

• The underlying principle in providing safety from fire and smoke in 
buildings is that of safe egress: the efficient relocation of building 
occupants to an area of safety usually outside the building.  This 
depends on several steps.

– First, we must provide for detection of a fire

– Next comes notification of the people that a potential danger exists 
and that evacuation to a predetermined

– Third is the movement of people through the building spaces to a 
protected exit way by which they can leave the building.

1995 FEMA Emergency Procedures Report



In 1999, the United States Fire 
Administration published a report 
looking at the fire risks for segments 
of the US population who face a 
greater difficulties in evacuating an 
occupancy in case of a fire.   

“People (w/ disabilities) face unique 
challenges in an emergency. Their 
ability to detect a fire or escape its 
effects may be hindered by their 
impairments. As a result, people with 
these impairments are at a greater 
risk of death or injury due to fire.”

1999 USFA Fire Risk Report

Appendix 3
https://www.usfa.fema.gov/download
s/txt/publications/fa-204.txt

https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/txt/publications/fa-204.txt


• A fire takes between 5 and 120 seconds to double in size, making the 
importance of expedited notification crucial to all citizens, especially 
those with disabilities.  

• If detection time, reaction time, or travel time are decreased then the 
amount of time to evacuate is increased and as a consequence, the 
margin of safety is improved.  

• Increased notification time is directly beneficial to occupants with 
disabilities and the safety of first responders charged with assisting 
those in need. 

Evacuation & Response Times Are Critical



Areas of Refuge

• Since the 1990’s, code officials have put a greater emphasis on directing 
people with mobility restrictions to wait for first responders in “areas of 
refuge”. 

• At the same time, code changes have increased barriers of 
communication by reducing detection and manual actuation points that 
could help initiate response to help improve the life safety of people 
with disabilities. 

• These two actions are in direct conflict with each other.

Instructed to Stay Behind



Perspectives of Occupants with Mobility Impairments on Fire Evacuation 
and Elevators  NIST 2016

When people with mobility impairments retreat to the area of refuge, they 
know that their ambulatory coworkers are able to exit the building and get 
to a safe place, while they are left behind. 

“In the event of an actual emergency, I find it frightening to sit there and be 
waiting. Here’s smoke I smell, people are screaming by, you know, going, 
‘Are you okay, are you okay?’ ‘Yes, I’m waiting for someone.’ I’m waiting for 
someone. I’m waiting for someone. I hope someone comes.”

“No, I’m not using [the area of refuge]. I’m not going to be stuck here 
hoping that people are going to come save me.”

“And this area of refuge thing is such a…give me a break. I’m not staying in 
the building; I’m using every resource I have to get the hell out of the 
building.”

Instructed to Stay Behind



March 2009,  a fire at the New York 
State run Riverview Individual 
Residential Alternative, in Wells, N.Y. 
killed 4 residents with developmental 
disabilities.

– 3 victims died within 10 feet of 
the door.

– Response by emergency 
personnel was delayed by at 
least three minutes due to non-
confirmation of the fire.

Delayed Response / Consequences 



Delayed Response / Consequences 

January 2014, 32 people, including many who couldn't move 
around without the use of a walker or wheelchair killed in a fire in 
Quebec.  Official report includes:

– A significant delay in the firefighters' arrival on the scene, as 
well as the request for backup from adjacent municipalities.

– Delay in the transmission of alarms.

– Need for visible and audible smoke-detector alarms … and an 
alarm system linked to the region’s 911 network.



Trends In Fire Protection And Life Safety For The Global Built 
Environment – Jensen Hughes 2015

“Demographic shifts will require us to do more to ensure proper 
protections for an aging population that is growing rapidly and has a very 
different expectation of safety than previous generations.”

“Enforcers play a central role in safety, but their efforts are under 
increasing financial and resource pressure worldwide where enforcement 
exists. These everyday pressures and challenges faced by enforcers at the 
local, state, and national levels compromise safety.”

James Pauley
President and CEO
National Fire Protection Association

A Changing Playing Field

http://www.jensenhughes.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/JensenHughes-
TrendsReport-20152.pdf

http://www.jensenhughes.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/JensenHughes-TrendsReport-20152.pdf


• In 1990 fire codes required MORE detection and pull stations  (points 
of communication) than are typically required a new building today.

• In 1997, 3 code groups unified into the ICC and if there was a conflict 
between the codes, the code bodies typically adopted the lesser 
requirement to ease the transition because they were developing a 
minimum standard.

• “Trade-offs” in the code development process has allowed changes 
in fire suppression technology to significantly reduce smoke 
detection and pull station placement.

Evolving Codes Reduced Safety & Civil Rights



• Due to significant changes in the fire code adoption process, the 
level of life safety notification as required by the ADA was at a higher 
level when the ADA was signed in 1990 than it is today. 

• Today, state and local legislative bodies are becoming more involved 
with the regulatory process.  The building and fire code adoption 
process has become more layered with more potential areas for 
changes, than there was when the ADA was adopted in 1990.

• Changes in the code process have resulted in varying degrees of fire 
safety from state to state and jurisdiction to jurisdiction.

Evolving Codes Reduced Safety & Civil Rights



Discrepancies in the 
Adoption of Building 
& Fire Codes 

International Codes-
Adoption by State 
(10/15)

X = Effective 
Statewide          
A = Adopted, but 
may not yet be 
effective               
L = Adopted by Local 
Governments           
S = Statewide 
adoptions with 
limitations       
XL = Adopted by the 
State for Local



A sample of language from the current ICC Codes

Chapter 9 - Fire Protection Systems / Section 907 Fire Alarm And 
Detection Systems / Exceptions:

• 907.2 Where required-new buildings and structures - The manual fire 
alarm box is not required to be installed when approved by the fire 
code official.

• 907.2.1 Group A - Manual fire alarm boxes are not required where 
the building is equipped throughout with an automatic sprinkler 
system installed in accordance with Section 903.3.1.1 and the 
occupant notification appliances will activate throughout the 
notification zones upon sprinkler water flow.

Evolving Codes Reduced Safety & Civil Rights



A sample of language from the current ICC Codes (continued)

– 907.2.2 Group B - Automatic detection devices are not required where 
an approved automatic sprinkler system is installed in accordance with 
Section 903.3.1.1 and the occupant notification appliances will activate 
on sprinkler water flow and manual activation is provided from a 
normally occupied location.

– 907.2.10 Group R-4 - Smoke detection in habitable spaces is not 
required where the facility is equipped throughout with an automatic 
sprinkler system installed in accordance with Section 903.3.1.1.

http://publicecodes.cyberregs.com/st/ca/st/b200v10/st_ca_st_b200v10_9_par241.htm

Evolving Codes Reduced Safety & Civil Rights

http://publicecodes.cyberregs.com/st/ca/st/b200v10/st_ca_st_b200v10_9_par241.htm


Each alert node, whether it be a detection notice or a notice that a 
suppression device has been activated is a communication point and when 
engaged triggers the horns and strobes within a designated part of a 
building.

If a smoke detector is activated – People are alerted

Per the ADA



If a manual pull station is activated – People are alerted

Per the ADA



If a sprinkler head is activated – People are alerted

Per the ADA



If an automatic fire suppression system is activated – People are alerted

Per the ADA



If a fire extinguisher is used – Nobody knows there’s potential danger

Inconsistent Standards

Nothing Happens

• No one is aware that 
there is an issue

• No one is considering an 
evacuation process 

• No one is alerting 
authorities

• If someone is in danger, 
there is no support



Fire Extinguisher and Manual Pull Station Locations are Mandated to be 
Fixed and Accessible

OSHA: 1910.157(c)(1)  The employer shall provide portable fire 
extinguishers and shall mount, locate and identify them so that they are 
readily accessible to employees without subjecting the employees to 
possible injury.

1910.165(e)  Manual operation. The employer shall assure that manually 
operated actuation devices for use in conjunction with employee alarms 
are unobstructed, conspicuous and readily accessible.

Removing Barriers of Access



Removing Barriers of Access



Inaccessible Fire Extinguishers



Inaccessible Fire Extinguishers



Inaccessible Extinguishers & Pull Stations



Inoperable Extinguishers

Note: both these 

extinguishers 

have been 

marked as 

inspected within 

the past day



• UL listed, the technology is fully 
recognized in the codes. as an 
alternative to the requirement for 
monthly physical inspections of fire 
extinguishers 

• Directly addresses barriers of access 
and communication 

– Signals the moment extinguisher 
is removed 

– Signals when access is continually 
blocked

– (additionally, signals when 
pressure is low and power is 
interrupted)

Continual Monitoring – Equal Accountability



Summary So Far

When The ADA Was Enacted

• The 1990 estimated population of people w/ disabilities: 51.2 million

• Codes were mandated to be enhanced to remove fire life safety 
barriers for people w/ disabilities.

• Basic transparency in the code process

• People w/ disabilities were expected to exit the building with other 
occupants

• First responders manpower was roughly 4 responders per vehicle.

• Fire extinguishers had no accountability 



Summary So Far

Versus Today

• Populations & percentages of people w/ disabilities & elderly continue 
to increase.

• The code consolidation process has reduced and continues to reduce 
fire life safety alarm notification requirements (trade offs), increasing 
communication barriers. These same trade offs have also reduced the 
reliance on passive fire protection found in older buildings.

• Response capabilities are continually fighting financial based 
reductions 

• Evacuation procedures for people of disabilities have shifted from get 
out of a building to a “seek area of refuge” strategy (left behind)

• New extinguisher technology 



Example of the changes in the code:  
Walmart, Durango Colorado

• Note: 
₋ The billowing smoke
₋ The fire is towards the front of the 

store creating evacuation difficulties
₋ Patrons standing around 
₋ Elderly shoppers & infant
₋ No detection in the store
₋ Sprinklers never engaged
₋ Fire extinguisher is successfully used

Reduced Fire Safety and Civil Rights



In 2012 New Hampshire became the 1st state to mandate 
extinguishers be monitored for new commercial 
construction of structures requiring a fire alarm system.

“People in wheel chairs should be able to reach a fire 
extinguisher if needed. The obstruction detection of the 
fire extinguisher electronic monitoring system will help 
maintain the accessibility required by ADA. The 
extinguisher electronic monitoring is required when the 
building is new construction and is required to have a fire 
alarm which in new construction is designed to include 
the appropriate location for horns/strobes to meet the 
notification requirements of ADA when a fire emergency 
is detected in a facility.  

Improving Fire Life Safety Civil Rights



…………. fire extinguishers have to be accessible 
and most important when one would be 
accessed it is ready for use. The NH requirement 
for electronically monitoring fire extinguishers 
ensures the population with disabilities will 
have an accessible and usable fire extinguisher 
if needed along with sending an alarm when it 
is removed from the location so someone else 
knows there is a fire problem.”

Improving Fire Life Safety Civil Rights

https://www.nh.gov/safety/divisions/firesafety/bulletins/documents/2013-
10FireExtinguisherADA.pdf

https://www.nh.gov/safety/divisions/firesafety/bulletins/documents/2013-10FireExtinguisherADA.pdf


DRNY protects and advances the rights of adults and children who have 
disabilities so that they can freely exercise their own life choices, enforce 
their rights, and fully participate in their community life. I write with 
regard to our concern with the accessibility of portable fire 
extinguishers…. 

Inconsistent Fire Life Safety Civil Rights



Fire extinguishers are often located in different regions within a building 
than the manual fire alarm box—sometimes at different ends of a 
hallway. An individual with a mobility impairment has to make the 
impossible decision of whether to (1) pull the fire alarm box notifying 
other occupants of the building of the fire in hopes that someone will 
come to assist the individual or (2) use a portable fire extinguisher to 
protect his/herself from the fire while accepting the risk that no one else 
may be notified in time help if the fire cannot be stopped.  ….

Inconsistent Fire Life Safety Civil Rights



“(people) with disabilities must be ensured equal access to portable fire 
extinguishers 365 days a year, not just during monthly or yearly 
inspections. technology removes access to communication barriers and 
ensures occupancies maintain continual code compliance including 
detection of physical barriers to access

~ Disability Rights New York, 2014 ~

Inconsistent Fire Life Safety Civil Rights



Working Together to Improve Safety

The life safety civil rights of people with disabilities should not be 
overlooked nor left behind.

• Action to address detection / notification requirements should be 
required on both the state and federal level.

– In New York, the state never listened to the efforts of the 
recognized legal voice for the New York disabled community.

– In New Hampshire, the fire code is under continual attack from 
business interests.

• The efforts to remove recognized barriers faces hostile special 
interests strongly pushing to minimize code advancements.  People 
with disabilities should be vigilant in ensuring their safety is not 
‘traded-off’ and that they are included in all code change 
discussions.



Working Together to Improve Safety

January 2016, NDRN hosted a day long meeting between leading 
disability rights advocates and fire officials.  Attending organizations 
included: 

National Association of the Deaf  
National Council on Independent Living 
(NCIL)  
American Network of Community Options 
and Resources (ANCOR)  
National Fire Protection Association 
American Red Cross  
Disability Rights New York State  
Fire Marshal Department of Safety State of 
New Hampshire  
Easter Seals  
US Access Board  

US Fire Administrator Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA)  
Jensen Hughes  
American Association of People with 
Disabilities (AAPD)   
Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA)  
Tyco  
Office of Disability Integration & 
Coordination  
Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA)  
The Arc 

 



NDRN Code Awareness /Inclusion Program  

The focus of the program includes, but is not limited to:

– Support, educate and empower our state and territorial 
members on the importance of code related issues.

– Establish partnerships with recognized entities that share our 
goals.

(NASFM, NEMA, AFAA, FEMA, NFPA, etc…)

– Ensure the voice of the people with disabilities community is 
represented and listed to within the code process at as many 
levels as needed. If not at the table… in the room.

– Use the NDRN network to support initiatives at national, state 
and local levels.



Our Goal – With You

A continual focus on state and national codes, to assist all NDRN 
members to ensure that barriers are not being created during the 
building and fire code process.



Our Goal – In the Code Process

The people’s with disabilities’ community has one of the strongest 
voices in all the land.  



Where Do We Go From Here?

• Awareness of oversights and empowered to act

• Multiple directions to go

– Advisory Boards, Commissions, Councils

– Land Use Planning Committees

– Hospitals, Schools, Major Retailers, County 
and City Disaster Planning

– Monitoring Code Change Proposals

– Strive for consistent Statewide Code 
Adoption. 

– Work w/ local SFM to see what changes can 
be made.



What can you do

• First and foremost… we understand that everyone already has a 
FULL PLATE !!!

• We hope to utilize our NDRN network to identify key players in the 
people with disabilities community:

– Who are already involved

– Who be willing to become involved

– By investing a little time and effort to help prevent problems, 
you conserve valuable resources.

– SUCCESS BREEDS SUCCESS

– Look for the low hanging fruit

– Share victories, issues, defeats…no one has to become a fire 
code expert.



Finally, take the time and go to:

www.nfpa.org/disabilities

NFPA’s updated Emergency Evacuation Planning Guide  PDF
• Download
• Read 
• Share

What can you do

http://www.nfpa.org/disabilities


Sec.36.304 Removal of barriers.

(a) General. A public accommodation shall remove architectural barriers in 
existing facilities, including communication barriers that are structural in 
nature, where such removal is readily achievable, i.e., easily accomplishable 
and able to be carried out without much difficulty or expense.

(b) Examples. Examples of steps to remove barriers include, but are not limited to, 
the following actions -- (7) Installing flashing alarm lights

(c) Priorities. A public accommodation is urged to take measures to comply with 
the barrier removal requirements of this section in accordance with the 
following order of priorities. -- (2) Second, a public accommodation should 
take measures to provide access to those areas of a place of public 
accommodation where goods and services are made available to the public. 
These measures include, for example, adjusting the layout of display racks, 
rearranging tables, providing Brailled and raised character signage, widening 
doors, providing visual alarms, and installing ramps.

Appendix 1



• People with disabilities are increasingly moving into the mainstream of 
society, contributing to the diversity which has been this country’s 
strength.  It is only right that they be provided with the same level of 
safety as the rest of society, as referenced in the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA).

• It is every employer’s  responsibility to provide a safe place for all 
employees  to  work. Employees  with  disabilities  are  entitled to THE 
SAME level of safety as everyone  else  (no more/no  less).

Appendix 2



• The “reasonable accommodation” as mandated in ADA is intended only 
to provide this same level of safety and utility as is provided to 
everyone.

• The underlying principle in providing safety from fire and smoke in 
buildings is that of safe egress: the efficient relocation of building 
occupants to an area of safety usually outside the building.  This 
depends on several steps.

– First, we must provide for detection of a fire

– Next comes notification of the people that a potential danger exists 
and that evacuation to a predetermined

– Third is the movement of people through the building spaces to a 
protected exit way by which they can leave the building.

Appendix 2



Removing communication barriers associated with fire life safety to 
guarantee proper evacuation and rescue procedures starts with 

ensuring that there is ample and accessible detection.

Appendix 2



The principal findings of this study are summarized below: 

– People with mobility impairments represent a segment of the 
population with one of the highest risks of dying in a fire. 

– The fire safety needs of people with mobility impairments are not 
addressed through mainstream public fire and life safety education. 

– Fire safety engineering has not addressed the capabilities of people 
with mobility impairments adequately. 

– The mobility-impaired community is growing. 

– Mobility impairments hinder attempts by the disabled not only to 
escape fires, but also to confine or extinguish small fires.

Appendix 3



The use of smoke alarms must be strongly advocated. The USFA considers 
smoke alarms to be the single most important piece of fire safety technology 
employed today. 

The importance of early recognition of a fire cannot be stressed enough in 
populations where physical limitations may increase the time needed to exit 
a burning building safely.

To accommodate wheelchair users in public buildings, manual alarm pull 
stations should be mounted no higher than 48 inches from the floor. If 
manual alarms are mounted higher than 48 inches, these devices should be 
retrofitted with attachments that make them accessible to a wheelchair user.

Have a Fire Extinguisher--and Learn How to Use It.*

* The recommendation for people with mobility disabilities to have access to and 
how to use a fire extinguisher is shared and supported by the likes of: the National 
Association of State Fire Marshals, The United Spinal Association, NFPA, States & 
Municipalities, health & educational organizations and others. 

Appendix 3
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