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Please stand by for realtime captions.  

 
Thank you for holding. Your conference will begin shortly. Once again, thank you for your 

patience.  

 
Welcomed welcome to the conference call. My name is Karen and I will they are operator. All 

participants are in a listen only mode. Later will conduct a question-and-answer session. Please 

know that this is being recorded. I will now turn the call over to Michelle Bishop Hi, everyone. 

Thanks so much for joining us this afternoon. My name is Michelle Bishop and I am a disability 

advocate specialist at the NDRN . We are so please have your time this afternoon for a very 

important topic that we have been doing a lot of work on these days. This is fire safety. Welcome 

to the fire safety and Inclusion Through Codes and Practice webinar. Many of you were at our 

last meeting at Baltimore this June. There was actually a live version. I wanted to make a few 

announcements before we actually get this Passover to our presenter for the day. First I want to 

say that NDRN does have an emergency test listserv. So if you are whoever appropriate from 

your PNA is not on their we want to get you on the. On the chat window you should see on the 

webinar I will go ahead and put your email -- my email and a link and you could be requested to 

be added to that listserv. We want to try to get everyone on their and relaunch of this year to 

keep everyone up to date in the world of emergency management and preparedness and send you 

information that will be useful for the work that you are doing. That said, some of you may be 

wondering why we are hosting this fire safety webinar late in the month of October. There is a 

specific reason for that. I recognize some of your names and I know some of you also know me 

in terms of our voting rights work and wondering why is she doing this right before an election. 

Good question. October is national fire prevention month. This is the one month of the year that 

would probably be the most important for us to be having this conversation. We also have seen a 

lot happening around this issue. We will do a lot of talk during webinar about how building 

codes have changed over time and what that means in terms of fire safety for people with 

disabilities or access and functional needs. We have also seen some really interesting work 

coming of Texas that I know with some people with disability rights Texas are involved with in 

terms of how these fire safety codes have been used as a way of deterring group homes from 

entering communities as sort of a not in my backyard effort. A lot of very good reasons now I 

think for PNA to be paying an -- attention to these issues and a lot of upper 12 -- Trinity to get up 

to speed on what the building codes look like and what we can be monitoring at the state level to 

make sure that the fire safety of people with disabilities is being considered but also those codes 

are being abused in a way that deters our purposes as disability rights organizations. I am going 

to pass it over to our presenter for today, Mark Larson, who was the state fire marshal for Idaho 

and is now a principal consultant at Mark Larson and Associates . If you are there in Baltimore 

you probably saw him in person and got to hear him talk about these issues. Take it away, Mark.  

 



Okay. Good morning and thank you everybody for joining us. I have another issue here Michelle 

the bottom of the screen where I can move the slides has gone away. 

 
I can move them for you if you need me to.  

 
Please do.  

 
Thank you so much, John.  

 
That picture you saw should have been the on video but I am having a technical issue -- keep that 

in mind as we go through that I am a handsome guy with a necktie. Why are we here today? In 

the past 25 years the ADA has made great progress in helping people with disabilities gain 

access into public accommodations. Unfortunately, at the same time the community has seen its 

ability to safely get out of a building reduced. It was in late 2015 when there was a moment, a 

moment when a light bulb went on and all it took was the right people with the right 

backgrounds sharing a conversation at just the right time. We discovered that despite the best 

efforts of people with disabilities to get into buildings, those of us in the code world were making 

it harder for you guys to get out of buildings. It was an unintended consequence. The safety issue 

that we will be talking about today is not the result of any single or combined action of ill intent. 

But rather it's the cumulative result of the code process as it stands today, an unintended 

consequence. When I first met cursed -- Curt Decker in your offices in Washington he told me 

about an unintended consequence they had to deal with years ago when they first got curb cuts 

for wheelchairs. We discovered he said, we were dumping blind people into intersections. They 

had to go back and correct there on -- unintended can't those consequence. By the end of this 

session, you will have a better understanding of how state building codes impact fire and life 

safety, evacuation and survival with people with disabilities. We will describe best practices and 

emergency preparedness for underserved populations and we will identify opportunities for you 

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

 
Now, a little bit about me. Why am I talking to you? I guess because a number of reasons. I 

began my fire service career in 1974 and spent the first 20 years as a volunteer firefighter and 

EMT and then the rest making a living out of it. I was the fire marshal for the state of Idaho from 

2001 through 2014, which is a fairly sensitive political job where you are appointed by 

somebody and approved by the governor. I was able to survive that environment to be one of the 

longest serving fire marshals in the country. When I retired, I was on the board of directors for 

the national Association of State fire Marshal's. I have served on the advisory board for the 

publishers of the fire code. Basically, I am an overall fire code geeks. I have had an active hand 

in approving the changes that we made to the fire codes that had a negative impact on your 

ability to get out of the building. That is why I am actively involved in trying to correct that.  

 
State fire marshals, local fire chiefs, and fire marshals and the code guys with their enforcement 

officers all have varying levels of authority. Over the years The fire guys have realized that they 

can maximize their impact through prevention. This is by being proactive and keeping their 

efforts to keep fires from happening. Typically, there is no Kangas -- king of the fire codes in 

any of the states. Most people have a multilayered system of authority and it is hard to keep track 

of can do what to whom and who has authority over what. In looking at the fire service, it is a lot 



like your protection and advocacy roles that your organizations play. Your protection people are 

like the firefighters to go, once there is a problem, they rush in and solve it. You guys do it with 

attorneys. The advocacy roles are there to help keep things from happening, to keep that stuff 

from occurring similar to the prevention roles that fire guys play. Normally, and a presentation 

like this, we go through and we give you a background and we do a build up and towards the end 

we say here is the crescendo. We are moving right along. But this is important enough where we 

will start you out with what is going on right now. As a result of what we started in late 

December of what we started in late December 2015. It's the responsibility of the NDRN and 

member organizations to protect an advocate for the civil rights in the disabilities community in 

the United States. To that extent, we are taking and have taken the following steps. In January, 

they convened a full-day conference of national disability and fire advocates to the fact the issue 

of detection and notification. Following that, in April, the NDRN formally petitioned the US 

access board to address those concerns. 

 
In June, we presented a program very similar to this, code awareness and inclusion of the 

Baltimore conference. In September, the NDRN made a successful presentation to the federal 

access board about removing recognized barriers. It was well received, and we are moving ahead 

in a very positive way with them to get into the process to make changes to the ADA. In 

October, I made a presentation to a group called national electrical and medical imaging 

Manufacturers Association in savanna Georgia. Curt Decker and I went down and talked to the 

people that make the stuff, that give you detection and notification, pointed out the issues that we 

have discovered and we are looking at them as them becoming a corporate partner in helping us 

achieve these goals nationwide. In October in the New England states we had a meeting where 

we repeated the federal access board presentation to disability and fire advocates in the New 

England area. Again, very well received. Today, this webinar. 

 
With that in mind, here comes a little bit of the history part, and it is in secret stuff, but most 

people haven't been exposed to it and aren't aware. The brief history of the codes, as we will be 

talking about today, when you hear the building code mentioned, this is the code that deals with 

all buildings, except one and two-family dwellings and certain houses -- townhouses. All 

commercial buildings use the building code. The fire code deals with those buildings covered by 

the building code. In most states, the fire code as its adopted doesn't apply to one and two-family 

dwellings. Those are typically held, if any, by other regulations. And then there is the residential 

code. That is a separate document that deals with one and two-family dwellings, and certain 

types of townhouses. When something new occurs in the codes, in the building are fire code, if 

changes are made, they typically only applied to new buildings that come into effect after the 

codes are adopted. So the building code tells us how to build a building. The fire code talks about 

fire and life safety. And this is also in using the building. Now both the building and the fire 

codes make distinctions in the requirements based on the use of the building. Not every building 

is treated the same. The most protected buildings in our society are prisons. This is where people 

can't get out on their own when something happens. The least protected buildings are typical 

office buildings, where people are awake, alert, oriented. They get a significantly lesser amount 

of fire protection than do prisons. Prior to the year 2000, there were three basic code families 

covering the United States. There was one on essentially the East Coast and part of the Midwest 

the southern states and then the Western states. And then also codebooks. They all covered 

essentially the same things with varying degrees. In the late 1900s, they got together co-mingled 



their efforts, and published a new family of codes in 2000. That's the codes that are being used 

for the most part all across the country. This is from the international code Council. You will see 

the acronym ICC. What they did typically when they co-mingled the codes, if there was one code 

that had a lesser restriction, they went with that one because they were creating a minimum 

standard. 

 
The next slide shows us a bunch of acronyms. The codes and standards. The NFPA national fire 

protection Association also published a building code but they create standards for how to do 

things. The international code Council, they published the building code and the fire code and 

the mechanical code for all your heating and ventilation and air conditioning stuff. Those codes 

typically say when something has to be done. The standards published by NFPA then tell you 

how to do it. We deal with listing bodies like underwriters laboratory and Intertec and factory 

mutual. Those are the people that certify all the parts and pieces that say these are intended to be 

used in this fashion. So the building and fire codes say you have to do it. The NFPA standards 

say here is how to do it and here's the stuff to do it with and the listing bodies say that the stuff is 

okay for that purpose. If that doesn't have some of you shaking your has already, you are 

unusual. But that is why they say this and make it available for you to look at down the road.  

 
Now, statistics are something that code geeks really enjoy. The overall trend for nonresidential 

building fires and losses, that's for commercial buildings, over a ten-year period, they show that 

there is about a 14% decrease in fires. We had overall a 10% decrease in dollar loss. Yet despite 

the decline in the number of fires and the dollar loss, in that same time frame we had a 9% 

increase in fire related deaths. And a 7% increase in injuries related to fires. You will notice that 

the statistics show 2013. The fire service is unique in that it is an organization that relies on 

statistics to evaluate outcomes as well as planning for the future. Yet we are an organization that 

is hard pressed to get current and reliable statistics from our fire service [Indiscernible]. It is a 

conundrum. We are typically working behind the stats. The next few slides, I am guessing, are 

preaching to the choir, but they are in here because your community is very well aware of this 

but my community was not. There is approximately 57,000,000 citizens recognized as people 

with disabilities. About 12.6% are recognized as people with severe disabilities. Additionally, the 

US elderly population is also growing. Roughly 40,000,000 citizens are over the age of 65 and 

by 2030, it's estimated that number will be 72 million. These are statistics that by and large the 

fire service has not been aware of or aware of the impact. Now, again, this slide isn't news to 

anybody in the room, but the Americans with disabilities act of 1990 was a wide-ranging civil 

rights law that prohibits discrimination based on a disability. It affords similar protections against 

discrimination to America's with -- Americans with disabilities as the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

A couple of key quotes from the in part the ADA defined discrimination is a failure to remove 

architectural barriers and communication barriers that are structural in nature in existing facilities 

and it are quite -- requires public accommodation to maintain operable working conditions of 

those features required to be accessible. And will get more into this as we go through the 

presentation.  

 
People with disabilities are increasingly moving into the mainstream of society. Contributing to 

the diversity, which is our country's strength. It's only right that they be provided with the same 

level of safety is the rest of society as referenced in the Americans With Disabilities Act. In 

1995, FEMA, in their emergency procedures report, said that a reasonable accommodation is 



mandated in the -- and the ADA is provided to supply the same level of safety and utility as 

provided the everyone. This is in their report for procedures with people with disabilities in case 

of fire. They go on to say the reasonable accommodation is mandated in the ADA is intended 

only to provide the same level of safety and utility as is provided everyone else. The underlying 

principle in providing safety from fire and smoke and buildings is a safety egress. Being able to 

get out of a building. The efficient relocation of building occupants to an area of safety that's 

usually outside. This depends on several steps. First, we have to provide for detection of fire. 

Next, comes notification of the people who have all potential danger and then evacuation to a 

predetermined point and then the movement of people through a building to a protected exit way 

by which they can leave the building.  

 
In 1999, the United States fire administration essentially repeated the same thing that the FEMA 

document provided. They published a report looking at the risk for segments of the population 

who face greater difficulties in getting out of the building. People with 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 greater risk of death or 

injury due to a fire. I want to go back to that one for just a second. What we have done is that the 

fire safety needs of mobility impairments have not been addressed through the mainstream 

public fire and life safety education. Fire safety engineering has not addressed the capabilities of 

people with mobility impairments adequately. And we will bring up later today a significant 

study that was just released -- I found out about it yesterday -- in clicking on the newsletter from 

the US access board. It was a report issued by the national Institute of standards and technology. 

Again, we will be talking about that and its significance in just a few minutes. Now, some of the 

things that most people aren't aware of about a fire. It takes between a five and 120 seconds to 

double in size. This depends upon where the fire is and what is on fire. Fires grow remarkably 

fast. It isn't like on TV. If detection time, reaction time or travel time are decreased, then the 

amount of time to evacuate is increased. 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 who are in need.  

 
So what we as code people came up with because we were aware of these things, at one point, in 

the codes, we have created areas of refuge. This is where since the 1990s, we the code guys put 

greater emphasis on directing people with mobility restrictions to wait for first responders in 

areas of refuge. Those areas in most buildings, whether they are identified, they should be part of 

the emergency planning, where people with disabilities are said to go there and wait and 

someone will come and get you. At the same time, we have changed the codes to increase the 

barriers of communication by reducing detection and manual actuation point that can help 

initiate response to help improve the life safety of people with disabilities. What the code people 

have done in new buildings is we have essentially taken away smoke detectors and pull stations 

for the sake of getting more buildings and sprinklers. So in one hand in the codes we have told 

you to wait and on the other hand in the codes we have decreased the opportunities for people to 

get -- to become aware that there is a problem earlier. Now, these comments here are from the 

study that an IST published that just came out earlier this week. These are a prospective of 

occupants with mobility impairments and fire evacuation and elevators. They went out and talk 

to people and said what do you think about this? And it is the first time that has been done. So 

when people with mobility impairments retreat to an area of refuge, they know that their 



ambulatory coworkers aren't able to exit the building and be safe and they are left behind. Here 

are some quotes from people they interviewed. In the event of an actual emergency, I find it 

frightening to sit there and be waiting. There is smoke and smells and people are screaming by. 

Are you okay? Are you okay? Yes, I am waiting for someone. I am waiting for someone. I am 

waiting for someone. I hope someone comes. Here is another quote, no, I am not using this area 

of refuge. I am not going to be stuck here hoping someone can come save me.  

 
This area of refuge thing is such a politically correct break 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. As common sense as 

that seems to the community with disabilities, this is news to the fire community. We thought we 

were doing well. We patted ourselves on the back and we shook hands and we worked hard on 

these areas of refuge. 

 
Fortunately -- unfortunately there are all too many incidences out there of delayed responses and 

consequences. In March 2009, a fire at the New York State run Riverview individual residential 

alternative facility in Wells New York killed for residents with developmental disabilities. Three 

died within 10 feet of the door. The response by emergency personnel was delayed by at least 

three minutes due to having to confirm that there was actually a fire. In January 2014, 32 people, 

including many who couldn't move around without the use of a walker or wheelchair were killed 

in a fire in Québec. The official report indicates a significant delay in firefighters arrival on the 

scene as well as a request for backup. This is from adjacent communities. There was a delay in 

the transmission of alarms and need for visible and audible smoke detector alarms. And an alarm 

system linked to the region's 911 network. We had delayed notification which delayed the 

response, which helped create a very negative outcome. 

 
Now, recently, we began to make some changes. This is recently. Again, this is news to the fire 

service. One of the world's largest fire protection engineering firms did a study, trends and fire 

protection and life safety for the global built environment. This was in 2015 and the President 

and CEO of the natural -- national fire protection Association quoted that. He said, demographic 

shifts will require us, the fire community, to do more to ensure proper protections for an aging 

population that is growing rapidly and has very different expectations 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. Quote if 

you didn't pick up on it the key phrase is where enforcement exists. We will talk about that in 

just a few minutes about the differences in the level of enforcement that you get to look at 

depending upon where you live. Now, the evolving codes and I have mentioned this briefly, have 

reduced safety and civil rights.  

 
In 1990, when the ADA was first passed, fire codes required more detection and pull stations, 

points of communication, then are typically required in a new building today. In 1997, three code 

groups unified into the international code Council and if there was a conflict between the codes 

they typically adopted the lesser requirement to make it easier because they were developing a 

minimum standard. In the fire industry, we call these trade-offs. And we have continued to do 

them. We have made trade-offs in the code development process that has allowed changes in fire 



suppression technology to significantly reduce smoke detection and pull station placement. In the 

evolving -- and the evolving codes have reduced safety and 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 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 layered with more potential areas for 

changes then there were 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. A 

good example of this changing environment dealt with the 2009 addition of the code for building 

one and two-family dwellings. After years of trying, the code people were able to include a 

requirement that all new one and two-family dwellings be protected by automatic fire sprinklers. 

That was in the 2009 addition of the code. So in very, and a new house built under that addition 

of the code starting in 2009 should be fully protected by fire sprinklers. But today only two 

states, California, Maryland, and the District of Columbia, are enforcing this provision, where 

new homes are required to be fire sprinklered. In most of the other states, the local governing 

bodies got directly involved in the gated the code changes. This is by specifying laws that could 

not require one and two-family homes to be sprinklered. Now, here is a chart. It shows the state 

across the top and the building code and the IBC and residential code for one and two-family 

homes. Which is the fire code. The state in the year of the code that is being used and just going 

through the has signed up list, I just picked out a couple of examples. In Florida, for example, 

they used to be ICC building code for how buildings are constructed. But they used the national 

fire at protection Association code for the fire code, how to protect those buildings. Now, the two 

documents are similar, but it takes a lot more coordination than if they were using the same code. 

In Texas, if it's a state owned building, a state building, they use NFPA for the fire code. Local 

governments use the 2006 fire code if they want to. It's up to local adoption. But if you want to 

build a house in Texas, you have to use the 2006 building code -- for commercial buildings -- 

because that is adopted as a statewide standard. So on the state level you have one standard and 

on the local level you have a separate standard for fire and on another level you have a different 

standard and enforced differently to put up a building. New Jersey, I know you're signed up, if 

you're listening today Reach over and pat yourself on the back because across-the-board, 

statewide standards, you are using the 2012 editions of the building code kata residential code in 

the fire code so give yourself a that a boy. If you spend any time studying this chart, you will just 

see the significant differences from one state to another. It will make you shake your head and 

wonder why.  

 
Now just a couple of examples of language in the current codes. In chapter 9 dealing with fire 

protection systems, it says, where required in new buildings and structures the manual fire alarm 

box is not required to be installed when approved by the fire code official. In group a that means 

pieces -- places of assembly. Manual fire alarm boxes are not required where the building is 

equipped throughout with an automatic sprinkler system and the occupant notification 

appliances, that is more commonly known as the horns and strobes. They will activate if the 

sprinkler goes off. We no longer need manual fire alarm boxes.  

 
A sample of language from the current codes goes on to say that group B those are businesses. 

Automatic detection devices, smoke detectors, required if the building is sprinklered. Group R 



for those our apartment buildings smoke detection and habitable spaces is not required if there 

are sprinklers.  

 
Typically, you are used to seeing, for the ADA, if the smoke detector is activated, the horn strobe 

goes off. If they pull station is activated the strobe goes off people are alerted.  

 
If a sprinkler head is activated, the water comes out and people are alerted. I don't know if any of 

you are aware of the fact. It's not like it is on TV where 11 sprinkler goes off, they all go off. No. 

That just happens on television and in the movies. Typically, if there is fire in the building, no 

more than two sprinkler heads discharge. Now, if there is an automatic fire suppression system, 

that is typically what is there to protect restaurants and computer equipment and specialty rooms 

and quite often those are not water-based and they use chemicals or powders. If one of those 

discharges, people throughout the building are alerted. But if a fire extinguisher is used, nobody 

knows that there is potential danger. No one is aware that there is an issue and no one is 

considering evacuating the building. No one is alerting the authorities. If someone is in danger, 

there is no support coming. Now, today, if I go back to this one, to the fire extinguisher. Today, 

we have listed and recognized technology that addresses communication and access barriers by 

ensuring that fire extinguishers provide the same level of notification as the other mandated 

components. This was one of the things that was included in the NDRN presentation to the US 

access board. We wanted them to consider reinstating the requirement for pull stations and 

smoke detectors and to require electronic monitoring of fire extinguishers. Fire extinguishers 

have been around far longer than fire alarm pull stations or smoke detectors or sprinklers. But 

they have never been recognized as being a key component to the safety standards. 

 
The occupation -- occupational safety and health administration, that governing body that makes 

business owners quake says the employer shall provide fire extinguishers and mount them and 

locate and identify them so they are readily accessible to employees. The employer in the fire 

code says they shall assure that manually operated activation devices used in conjunction with 

deployed alarms are unobstructed, conspicuous, and readily accessible. The ADA standards 

specify how fire extinguishers are supposed to be mounted. The illustration on the last shows you 

the forward region location for fire extinguishers. Of the illustration on the right is the side reach 

and illustration showing the red fire extinguisher, that based on the fire code. So any number of 

entities recognize that fire extinguishers need to be there and they need to be accessible and they 

need to be available. Now, next we will do a series of pictures that illustrate some of the barriers 

that can and do exist.  

 
The building and the fire codes and the ADA have very specific requirements for fire 

extinguishers, pull stations, and they use words like conspicuous locations. Unobstructed, 

unobscured, located on the path of egress and unless permitted by the local authority, pull 

stations are supposed to be within 5 feet of an exit. Here are two pictures. There is an exit 

showing a fire extinguisher, and it would appear to be blocked. The picture on the right, I am 

thinking there is a fire extinguisher back behind that sweatshirt displayer jacket displayed.  

 
These aren't made of pictures. These are pictures that people have just gone out and taking in real 

stores. Behind the nice potted plant, we have a fire extinguisher in the picture on the right, if you 

can make it out, with the red background against the red Christmas card display, there is a fire 



extinguisher that appears to be reachable only for somebody about 6 foot seven. I don't think that 

this meets unobstructed or conspicuous.  

 
This when we show for pictures. On the left, we have a blocked exit and a blocked fire 

extinguisher, and a blocked pull station. Next to it, back behind those displays, there is a blocked 

fire extinguisher. On the third picture, there is a fire extinguisher back in behind their and that 

red box towards the top of the picture, that tells us that there is an exit somewhere here in this 

next but I bet it is blocked as well. The last picture, this shows the OSHA requirement where 

they identify with a fire extinguisher is, but it Amador are blocked. 

 
Here we have a few examples of inoperable extinguishers. I am sure all of you have seen fire 

extinguishers and you are wondering how do I know if it is working or not. In most gauges, there 

is a little green section in the middle, and there is a yellow arrow. Just glancing at it, if the yellow 

arrow is in the green, you are good to go. If it is not, it needs to be serviced. Now, the attached 

tags, they are for the purpose of recording the monthly inspections that are required by the codes. 

Both of these had been marked as inspected within the past day. Based on my 40 years 

experience in dealing with this stuff, fire extinguishers do not get out of the green from one day 

to the next. Somebody has just come along and marked the tags and said well that is off my list 

of things to do today. Now, continual monitoring of fire extinguishers amounts to equal 

accountability. Underwriters laboratory has listed the technology that is fully recognized in the 

codes and as an alternative to the requirement for monthly physical inspections. We take the 

opportunity for human error out of the equation. It'd -- directly addresses barriers of access and 

signals when the extinguisher is removed and it can signal when access is blocked. And it signals 

when the pressure is low or that it needs attention. Now, when the ADA was passed, the 1990 

estimated population of people with disabilities was 51.2 million. Codes were mandated to be 

enhanced to remove fire and life safety barriers for people with disabilities. There was a basic 

transparency in the code development process. It wasn't as politically charged. People with 

disabilities were expected to exit the building with other occupants. First responders Manpower 

was roughly 4 people per vehicle. Fire extinguishers had no accountability. Now today, 

population and percentages of people with disabilities and the elderly continue to increase. The 

code consolidation process has reduced and continues to reduce fire and life safety alarm 

requirements through trade-offs thus increasing communication barriers. The same trade-offs 

have also reduced the reliance on passive fire protection in older buildings. Response capabilities 

are continually fighting financial production. Evacuation procedures for people with disabilities 

have shifted from it out to seek an area of refuge. We will leave you behind. We have no 

extinguisher Technology. 

 
This next picture, there was a video that went with this and we weren't able to manipulate the 

video to meet all of the standards that are required to make it accessible. So I just get to talk a bit 

about it. This was taken in a Walmart in Durango Colorado. What you are seeing here is 

billowing smoke. This is towards on and and Towards the front of the store. What the video 

shows is people standing around. There are a few old people pushing a kid in a stroller. They 

walk by. The sprinklers don't go off. There is no blaring smoke detector going off to let people 

know. Eventually, somebody comes along with a fire extinguisher and puts the fire out. Now, 

what is on fire and some of you may go, what? It is a potato chip display. Now you have potato 

chips in a combustible back and you have an oil soaked food product and a cardboard display 



and you may think that is odd but in the fire service, we fought -- call that a pretty good fuel 

load. What the video doesn't show, it doesn't show sprinklers being activated because the heat 

never got far enough up to the ceiling to activate the sprinklers. It doesn't show people leaving 

the building. There were no alarms going off. Now, okay, what is the hassle? What is the big 

deal about burning potato chips? But let's say the bad guy decided to light the sleeping bag 

display and fire. With a pillow section or a rack of insulated winter jackets. All of those things 

are primarily made up of hydrocarbon-based products and the smoke that you are seeing as white 

would have been black and toxic. Because of the ceiling height in the Walmart store and a thing 

in physics call the fire plume dynamics, it is unlikely there could have been enough heat 

generated to activate the sprinklers before a significant amount of toxic gases were spread 

throughout. Now, no two fires burn exactly the same. There is a tremendous amount of variables 

that impact fire behavior in a come -- confined space. Is highly combustible material in an open 

area with a lot of air around it it's a prime candidate for a fire like you see here, the same as it 

would've been if it would have been the sleeping bag display or the insulated jackets.  

 
Now for as many bad things as we have mentioned, that codes or bad enforcement workload 

people not caring, New Hampshire, and 2012, became the first state to mandate extinguishers be 

monitored for new commercial constructions and buildings requiring the fire alarm system. The 

fire marshal in the state of New Hampshire said that people in wheelchairs should reach a fire 

extinguisher if needed. The obstruction of the extinguisher and electronic monitoring system will 

maintain accessibility required by the ADA. The extinguisher, electronic monitoring is required 

when the building is new construction and required to have the fire alarm which is a new 

construction and is designed to include the appropriate location for foreign send strobes to meet 

the notification requirements of the ADA. A very positive step. He went on to say fire 

extinguishers have to be accessible. Most importantly, when one would be accessible is ready for 

use. The New Hampshire requirement for electronically monitoring fire extinguishers ensures the 

population with disabilities that they will have an accessible and usable extinguisher along with 

sending an alarm. This is fantastic. Now they tried the same thing. This was in the state of New 

York. And in 2013 and 2014, the disability rights New York led an effort to adopt the same 

requirement adopted in New Hampshire. They advocated in using some very compelling 

arguments. This was to get that passed. People with disabilities and this was from a testimony 

with disability rights of New York, SB in short equal access to portable fire extinguishers 365 

days a year not just during a monthly or yearly inspection. Technology removes access to 

communication barriers and ensures occupancies maintain continual code compliance including 

detection of physical barriers to access.  

 
They went on to say that fire extinguishers are oftentimes located in different locations within a 

building them the fire alarm box and talked about the difficulty of people having to make a 

decision. Do I head for the exit or do I use the extinguisher? These efforts Between New 

Hampshire and in New York and the actions to address detection and notification requirements 

should be required on both the state and federal level.  

 
The efforts to remove recognized barriers faced hostile and special interest. Strongly pushing to 

minimize code advancements. People with disabilities should be vigilant in ensuring their safety 

isn't traded off and that they are included in all code change discussions. Those were some of the 

discussions that came to light. The right people at the right time under the right circumstances 



that brought to light with not only are we having issues with inconsistencies and fire 

extinguishers because of the actions of New Hampshire and New York but what about the trade-

off we have made with whole stations and smoke detectors? When everyone got together and we 

involved the NDRN, they made some decisive action. They said we have to do something about 

this. That is when they had their meeting in January. The list of people that attended, the national 

Association of the deaf, the national Association of dependent living and etc. and the national 

fire Association protection and Red Cross and disability rights New York and New Hampshire 

state fire marshal, Easter Seals, and people there from the US access board. People from FEMA 

and Jensen and use, the engineering firm, the American Association of people with disabilities 

and paralyzed veterans of America and the others you see on the screen. I was fortunate to 

participate in this discussion and gave a presentation about the unintended consequences of the 

changes to the code. The discussions in the afternoon and the consensus developed that spurred 

the NDRN and others to move forward with this , and that includes what we are doing today. 

That includes the NDRN code of awareness and inclusion program. That is why we are talking 

to. We want to support and educate and empower the state and territorial members on the 

importance of code related issues. We want to have partnerships with entities that share our 

goals. This is the national Association of State fire Marshal's and NEMA and the FEMA and 

NFPA and etc. We already reached out to a number of these with very positive results. We want 

to make sure with the voice -- that the voice of the people is represented. And make sure it is 

listen to ask -- at as many levels as needed. We want to use the NDRN network all of you, to 

support initiatives in national, state, and local levels.  

 
Our goal is to provide a continual focus on state and national codes, to assist the NDRN 

members to ensure that barriers are not being created during the building and fire code process. 

Our goal in the code process is to let people know that people with disabilities community is one 

of the strongest voices in all of the land. Well the NDRN maybe the new guy in the code 

development process, but they are not the new guy in the world of getting things done.  

 
Curb cuts and chairlifts and the list can go on and on. Our goal in getting the NDRN into the fire 

code community is not to be an 800 pound gorilla in the room. We want to let them know that 

we are the 8000 pound gorilla, and we're coming in the room. How do we do that? 

 
There are any number of ways to do this. The opportunities are limitless and the amount of effort 

it will take to get involved is minimal. First of all, what can you as an individual do about this? 

Well, if you see something, say something. If you are in a building MUC blocked exits or fire 

extinguishers that are blocked, talk to the building owner or manager and remind them they need 

to maintain the systems. You can practice situational awareness and pay attention to where you 

are and what you may have to do to leave. Regardless of when the building was constructed, or 

what code was enforced at the time, if there is something there like a pull station or fire 

extinguisher or smoke detector, they have to be maintained. Now, something to help you with 

some of the things we talked about today, I want to make you aware of another resource. It is a 

guide put out by the national fire protection Association and we will show a link to it at the end 

of this presentation. Before you start wringing your hands and shaking your head, we understand 

that everybody already has a full plate. You people are willing to give us some of your time 

today to participate in this. My guess is for the most part you had to put somebody else on. We 

appreciate it. We hope to do is to utilize the NDRN network on a state and local level to help 



identify key players in the people with disabilities community. These are people who are already 

involved and people who may be willing to become involved. This is by investing a little bit of 

time and effort to help prevent problems and use valuable resources. In some instances, it could 

be a simple as reaching out to your state fire marshal. My role in this is to help be a facilitator to 

help get some of these things done and letting them know that the disability rights network at 

your state level is interested and concerned about the code development process. We can help 

you with that outreach. If the building and fire code people are made aware that people with 

disabilities want to be in the room or at the table, we can help you with that. Reflecting on these 

presentations, I am reminded of one of my first trips to the national fire Academy to learn about 

sprinkler systems and alarms. The instructor said you will be here for two weeks and these are 

long and complicated subjects. You won't be an expert. What you will leave here with is we will 

teach you enough so you can ask questions that make it sound like you know more than you do. 

That is what we hope to do with our code inclusion in awareness program, to identify 

opportunities for becoming included on a state and local level and helping you get there. We are 

not looking to make you fire code experts in any way shape or form and no one expects you to. 

You already have an area of expertise that you are good at. We want to utilize your contacts and 

your knowledge and your outreach abilities to help us be successful. To start with we will look 

for the low hanging fruit. We want to share victories and share issues and share defeats. We want 

to be able to create a better network of here is what is happening in this state and here is what we 

are doing the deal with it so if it comes up in your state you are better equipped.  

 
A good example, I know that some people from Texas have signed a pair. When we gave the 

presentation in June, there was a case in Beaumont Texas where the local fire code guys were 

trying to use sprinkler requirements to keep people with disabilities from moving in the houses in 

the community. The disability rights Texas group got involved and felt they were wrong and they 

got the housing and urban development involves and they got the Department of Justice involved 

and the end result was, the city of Beaumont Texas signed it to create and paid a big fine and had 

to retrain their local officials. At the time of the conference, they were waiting for a judge to 

confirm that dissent decree. I have not been able to find where he has that I did see in the City 

Councilman Ed for Beaumont Texas that they are in the process of adopting new policies and 

procedures to address what they agreed to do in the consent decree. It was a good victory and 

things like that could be shared, easily shared. Look what we had in our town. Fire code guy 

trying to do this. Here is the approach we took and here is the outcome we had and how can we 

help each other. Finally, take the time and go to this website. 

 
The web address is on your screen. They have the most current and it was most recently a dated 

the emergency evacuation planning guide and it is available and you can download it for free and 

they encourage you to share it. It's a complete guide as best as it is right now where emergency 

evacuation and planning. http://www.nfpa.org/disabilities You can click on this report that we 

talked about earlier, a 93 page document that explains fully what they have done and how they 

conducted their efforts, but there is a three page executive summary that sums it up quite nicely. 

The very last paragraph in the executive summary of the study says that the key to all of these 

issues is the need to include people with mobility impairments in the planning and execution of 

fire evacuation strategies and methods and to facilitate the ability for self evacuation by people 

with mobility impairments as much as is practicable. 

 



You may think well how do we get involved in planning for fire evacuation strategies. It is easy 

because the fire code already has a requirement that most buildings have to have fire safety and 

evacuation plan. All assembly buildings except smaller churches are required to have those. All 

covered mall buildings, over 50,000 ft.², covered or uncovered, are required to have fire safety 

and evacuation plans. Schools and office buildings with more than 500 people in the building are 

required to have fire safety and evacuation plans. Hospitals are required to have fire safety and 

evacuation plan and merely letting them know that you want to be involved in that, the process is 

already there they just haven't had much interest in people with disabilities becoming involved. 

 
With that, and we still have a few minutes left, I think this would be the time for questions.  

 
Thank you. You will begin the question-and-answer session. Please press the start and then the 

number one on your phone if you have a question. To remove yourself from the queue please 

press the #or hash. If you are using a speakerphone you may need to pick up the handset first 

before pressing the numbers. Again, if you have a question, please press the start and the number 

one on your touchtone phone.  

 
We are standing by for questions. 

 
This is John. If you get a chance, can you talk a little bit about what we are talking about 

pertaining to the evacuation elevators. Of the process can't start until you have detection and 

notification but can you touch a little bit on it for others about the role that elevators may be 

playing in the future of evacuation?  

 
Okay. The NIST report talk specifically about evacuation elevators. Since the World Trade 

Center collapses, there have been significant changes in the building and fire codes dealing with 

elevators. A lot of it was a result of the NIST study of what happened and how it happened. In 

new high-rise buildings, they have to have separate fire service elevators. There is an opportunity 

-- typically you see the sign in any building, in case of fire do not use the elevator. Well, they are 

looking at changing that. For in case of a fire, people with mobility issues could be encouraged 

to use the elevators. That just goes to the blatant need for early detection. Early detection leads to 

early notification which gives people more time to exit the building. There was a question up 

here on the chat room about standards for elevators and in what states and when they started to 

be required, especially for taller buildings. The code recognized buildings that are greater than 75 

feet tall from the ground level outside to the floor level of the upper story. If it's greater than 75 

feet tall then it is considered a high rise building and a whole bunch of different more stringent 

safety requirements go into play. Now, I don't know how many questions we will get to. If 

somebody has a question or if you are thinking about this after the presentation is over, reach out 

to the NDRN with your question and be sure to include your contact information and I will get 

back to you. I will either email you or given my typing ability, sometimes it is better just to talk 

to people. I will reach out in contact you if somebody has a question that we don't get here today. 

On the chat thing I see a question from Virginia. I work primarily in institutional settings 

Particularly in training setters which are typically locked and contains several soundproof fire 

doors. Can you share information about fire code and lock facilities? Yes. Typically, if you have 

the ability to lock a facility, it is driven by the fact that it's protected with fire sprinklers. In 

locked facilities, the codes require that if the fire alarm system activate, those doors that are 



locked have to open. So you can have them locked during normal business hours, to maintain 

control over people coming and going. But in the case of an emergency, if the fire alarm goes 

off, typically the doors have to be automatically unlocked to allow for egress. Now, that is what 

the code says. In reality, it is up to the building owner to maintain the systems. It's not unusual to 

see doors that are supposed to be unlocked chained shut. If not unusual to see exits that are 

supposed to be accessible blocked in one fashion or another. So that is why I mentioned, you 

know, what can you do about it. Probably the biggest and most important thing to do is if you see 

something, say something. Virginia, if you are at work in you don't understand how that works, 

you have every right to go to that building owner or to your boss and say explain that to me 

because I want to understand how this works and how that happens.  

 
I am getting a reply. Someone said Thank you. You are welcome, Virginia. 

 
Existing elevators. I don't know how many of you really pay attention to them depending upon 

the age of the building you are in. You could have elevators that are quite spacious or elevators 

that are extremely cramped and you wonder, oh my gosh, no wonder they say don't use these in 

case of a fire. Typically, it's not that the elevators are hazardous. It's because the fire service, in 

case of a fire wants to be able to use the elevators to get up to where the fire is that. The code say 

don't use the elevators, not because they are not safe but it is to allow the emergency responders 

to have better access.  

 
I never knew that. 

 
I see on the typed questions, Ken asks will you be able to talk about OEE. Those elevators would 

be typical of a different design. This is of than your standard get your people up or get your 

people down elevators. They are typically bigger so the shafts are bigger. In a lot of places, you 

would see them like a freight elevator. If they are specifically designed for occupant evacuation, 

you will have probably a different fire code rating for the elevator box itself. There may be more 

stringent requirements for built-in fire protection for the shaft. Some of the trade-offs that have 

been made with codes over the years, in addition to pull stations and smoke detectors, are trade-

offs and fire resistant construction. Or in the fire business we call that passive fire construction 

cost passive fire protection.  

 
That was brought up at the US access board meeting by a member of the access board about the 

trade-offs in the building materials. Whereas Curt and the presentation was really focused on the 

trade-offs removing smoke detection, removing pull stations and not recognizing new 

technology, I believe the gentleman from Ohio brought up the fact that the changes in the 

building materials now cause buildings to burn faster so you actually have less notification and a 

building burning faster. One of the people on the building code of the US access board actually 

said to Curt thank you very much on this presentation. This is the most comprehensive one we 

have ever seen. To have that presentation go at the exact some time to same time NIST is coming 

out with their analysis pertaining to elevators it really shows there is an awareness of this issue 

from multiple fronts.  

 
You make a good point, John. There is an awareness of the issue, but what appears to be 

happening is the same thing that happens on December 2015. There was a perfect form to bring 



all these things together at the same time. The NDRN is out there beating the drum and raising 

awareness. We have gotten the attention of the people that manufacture the equipment. We are 

making in roads into the national Association of State fire Marshal's. We fully expect to have an 

active partner with that group. We are reaching out to the people in the industry, the fire alarm 

people. I have been asked to make a presentation at their annual conference coming up in April. 

Once we started shaking the door, things have started to happen. Now, NIST didn't contact the 

fire people, they didn't contact NDRN. They decided by themselves to look at this and, while, 

how timely. This is a group that did the engineering study that determined exactly what 

happened and what made the World Trade Center's fall in the manner they did.  

 
If there is one statistic that I think sticks out in my mind in this whole thing it's that since the 

codes combined and since the codes combined and the notification has been reduced, the US 

FAA showed that while buildings are burning Muslim properties being saved more that deaths 

and injuries are going up. With less notification you have more deaths and injuries.  

 
This is Michelle. I just want to check and see if we have anyone waiting on the line with 

questions. We have no questions.  

 
Okay. We have a few more minutes if anyone has any questions. I do see someone typing. We 

will get that in a moment. I want to make sure that everyone saw that I did put in the chat 

window how you can sign up for the American -- the emergency preparedness listserv. 

michelle.bishop@ndrn.org 

 
Virginia, to the best of my knowledge and that type of stuff would be outside the purview of the 

building and fire codes. I wouldn't be surprised if the licensing entity, if that facility is required 

to be licensed by a state agency, there may very well be uniformed trainings. But based on my 

experience, I wouldn't be surprised if there aren't any. The licensing entities typically look at the 

physical structure and they look at are you providing training. They have a lot of check marks 

they have to do. I don't know exactly what the training consists of. Again, that is beyond my area 

of expertise. But it is a good question. I still have three minutes left and we got started a little bit 

late so I get to talk longer? [Laughter]  

 
We do have a few minutes. If John or Mark have any final thoughts for us.  

 
John?  

 
My final thought was there was a presentation in Boston two weeks ago for the disability rights 

community here in Boston done by the exact same people who did the presentation in 

Washington DC and the response was an audible gasp on some of the issues about people being 

left behind. Especially with people with sight and mobility impairments. The efforts that NDRN 

and the efforts that Mark and efforts at the people at the visibility Law Center in Boston are 

working on really want to restore the levels of notification and strengthen them and it's pretty 

impressive. Market?  

 
It's one of those things like I just mentioned. Once we have made people aware, nobody is 

backing off saying will that is a dumb idea. Why are you attempting to do this? Everyone we 



have approached increased their level of awareness as to here is what is happening to people with 

disabilities. Here is the unintended consequence. People are going out of their way to fix it. That 

is what it is going to take to fix it, is a combined effort of well-meaning people and we have to. 

Our task is to bring them together. It is to help focus and direct energy. The nice thing is that I 

mentioned to the NEMA people . The NDRN is new in the code thing. But the NDRN people, 

are already motivated and organized and have proven to be effective. We just need to help focus 

their attention on a new task. It will take that much to have an impact. We don't have to train 

people how to be effective. You are already. You are good at it. We need to give you another 

target tissue that.  

 
John, that meeting in Massachusetts, that was led by Chris Griffin, that is actually the PNA in 

that state?  

 
It was indeed. It was Christine and it was the whole day. She has been the one on top of this from 

the get go.  

 
We have one more last-minute question. Do you know if there is any research on technology to 

wake sleeping deaf people of a fire alarm because strobes won't wake up many people.  

 
Yes. There are shakers out there. There are devices that you can attach to your bed that shake the 

but Jesus out of things. I think most hotels have those available if you need that. Yes.  

 
I believe also, I know that Red Cross also has a campaign to get smoke detectors in people's 

homes and I believe in you indicate you are deaf or if a deaf person is in the home they will help 

you get bad shakers as well. They work on getting that technology. I think the supplies are 

limited but they are capable of doing that.  

 
In answer to your question they are URL listed and certified. Yes. In fact cut you should look for 

that if you see products out there.  

 
I may know one or two people who are involved in that and I can give them a call and get further 

information. 

 
On a similar note, there has been a lot of research about waking a non-deaf person. Some people 

respond better to a voice alarm them to the beeping sound, especially children. There are a 

number of smoke detectors out there where the parents can record their voice to have their kids 

get up in any alarm. The smoke detector placed in the center of a room, they actually have a 

directional speaker where if the kids bedroom is on the left side they can direct it in they have 

found that in a number of cases, children respond better to waste command them to the buzzing 

of the alarm.  

 
That is interesting. Thank you. We have wrapped up all of our questions and we are coming to 

the end of our time. So I think we should probably wrap up today. Thank you, everyone. Please 

make sure you get on that emergency preparedness listserv. We are also happy to put you in 

touch with the presenters today if you have any follow-up questions or talking more about any of 

these issues. Thank you to our presenters for joining us today and sharing the expertise and it 



was much appreciated and thank you to our operator for helping make all of this goes smoothly 

as well as our captioner today. Thank you to all of you joined us on the call and shared your 

afternoon with us. This session will be archived and available at our website and you can get the 

PowerPoint and recording of the session and a transcript. We will let you know when that is 

available. Thank you, everyone.  

 
[Event concluded] 


