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	April 3, 2014

	Brian Gale, Chairman
	Board of Building Regulations and Standards
One Ashburton Place, Room 1301
Boston, Massachusetts 02108

Re:	Comments on Draft White Paper Regarding Fire Protection Systems

Dear Chairman Gale:

We are writing you in our capacity as fire service representative members of the Board of Building Regulations and Standards (“BBRS”) regarding the proposed draft white paper titled “The Cost and Effectiveness for Health, Safety and Security of Fire Alarm Systems and Fire Sprinkler Systems in 3 to 6 Unit Residential Buildings,” which is proposed to be issued by the BBRS.

Ostensibly this white paper is to be issued as a public document whose stated goal is to meet the statutory requirement of the BBRS to “continually review the cost of construction and to assure that for all Building Code requirements there is a commensurate life safety benefit.”

While we appreciate the efforts of the Board’s staff, in  preparing the draft study, we believe the document as currently written lacks substantiation in both its conclusions as well as its recommendations and, taken as a whole, is inaccurate and technically deficient, for the following reasons:

1.) The BBRS should not place more emphasis on cost than on safety.  The statutory duties of the BBRS, as captured in the passage quoted in Section 1, give equal emphasis to cost and to effectiveness for health, safety, energy conservation, and security.  The citizens of the commonwealth have an interest in both cost and safety.  It is inappropriate for a paper issued by the BBRS to focus on the cost side alone and to define safety benefits as relating to those life safety benefits only, as Sections 1-2 claim.  It is inaccurate to state, as a general proposition, that more regulation always means more cost and higher prices, as Sections 1-2 claim.  It is inaccurate to claim, as a conclusion of the report (Conclusions 1-3 in Section 8), that prices are higher if building requirements are many or unclear when these propositions were not even offered, let alone discussed or supported in the body of the report.  
The cost implications of any particular regulation – like the safety benefits of the same regulation – need to be assessed comprehensively, fairly and without preconceptions.  Sections 1-2 put forward a very biased framing of the responsibilities of the BBRS and an inappropriate and inaccurate view of how it does and how it should perform its job.
 
2.) The driver of housing affordability should not be based solely on the cost impact of regulation.  Section 3 has an extensive discussion of trends in housing affordability in the past decade.   However, the report’s conclusion strongly assumes that the price of a home is simply based upon cost of construction and ignores important reasons for the great gap that currently exists between present home cost and current household income – (1) the housing bubble caused, in large part by predatory loan practices and speculation and (2) the current economic recession resulting in household income reduction.    
 
More generally, however, it is not necessary to agree on an economic model.  The BBRS and its constituents will be far better served by directly examining and weighing the costs with the safety benefits associated with specific regulations.  Only that approach adopts the even-handed concern with measured impacts on cost and safety as called for in the BBRS mandate.
 
3.) Section 5 implies that fire death rates are too low to worry about because death rates are higher for some other problems (e.g., various illnesses) and some other types of unintentional injuries (e.g., falls, vehicle crashes).  There is no contradiction in saying that the fire problem is big enough to justify further cost-effective action against it, even though there are other problems that would also deserve attention, if cost-effective programs can be identified.  Most of these other problems are not within the scope of the BBRS.  Clearly, we believe that the problems within the BBRS scope are large enough to justify focused attention, and it is inappropriate for this report to argue against its own mission based on the existence of still larger problems that someone, somewhere should be addressing.  The U.S. still has one of the highest rates of fatal fire and fire loss occurrences in the industrialized world.  Even though our risks have declined, others have also gotten safer.  Their success shows that we can be safer, too.  
 
Section 7, as titled purports to be about property loss due to fire, but the section is blank.  There is also no discussion of non-fatal injuries, indirect loss (e.g., business interruption, temporary housing), or damage to environment and cultural heritage, as a result of fire.  These are all important parts of the fire problem and should not be ignored or not amenable to reduction – with associated real benefits – through the use of sprinklers or other proven fire protection schemes.  

Section 4 addresses sprinkler costs, but does not reflect any of the extensive research on actual sprinkler costs in a competitive market, conducted over the past decade by NFPA’s Fire Protection Research Foundation and others.  
 
4.) It is inaccurate and misleading to state or imply that other strategies can achieve comparably large fire safety benefits at lower cost.  Section 6 is a collection of statistics on fatal fires and their victims.  However, none of these statistics have any direct implications for the question of whether any particular safety strategy is effective or cost-effective.  
 
The report states that there are options to produce less costly but equally safe homes when the body of the report contains no detailed descriptions of any such alternatives, let alone evidence that they produce equal safety.  In fact, there is a considerable body of evaluative evidence on alternative safety programs and requirements.  However, none of them deliver such safety benefits comparable in magnitude to sprinklers, and many of them are not within the scope of the BBRS to implement in any case.  
 
In conclusion, we would once again like to thank the staff for their efforts in attempting to evaluate this important issue and we hope our comments will be viewed in the spirit they are being offered.  Our comments offer constructive criticism to ensure that a proper study and report issued by BBRS is one which can be substantiated and relied upon to properly analyze the issue of cost/benefit and not one which, unfortunately as is the case with the current draft, reaches unfounded conclusions that are then attempted to be justified by unsubstantiated statements.  Unfortunately, in this case, the draft as currently constituted is a true case of the “tail wagging the dog.”  

For these reasons, we believe that the proposed draft paper needs further impartial work before it will stand public scrutiny.  In this regard, we urge the BBRS to not issue the draft white paper, as it will not add to the public discourse and does not, at this time, serve the best interest of the citizens of the Commonwealth.  


Very truly yours,

Stephen D. Coan			Kevin A. Gallager

Stephen D. Coan			Chief Kevin A. Gallagher,	
State Fire Marshal			Fire Chief’s Association of Massachusetts

SDC/ml

CC:	Commissioner Thomas Gatzunis, Department of Public Safety
Administrative Services  Division of Fire Safety 
Hazardous Materials Response  Massachusetts Firefighting Academy
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