TO: Letter to the Editor, Engineering News Record
FR: The FCIA Board of Directors

RE: Letter to ENR Fire Protection Article, June 7, 2004
===============================================================
The Firestop Contractors International Association (FCIA) salutes ENR for publishing an article on Fire Protection in ENR's June 7, 2004 edition.  ENR presented multiple sides of the Fire Protection story in the United States.  Although FCIA applauds ENR for publishing the article, we believe there should be further discussion on this subject.  
FCIA believes that there may not be a need to design buildings to stand up to 9/11 type attacks, but instead buildings should be designed to the TRIAD of Fire Protection.  The Fire Protection TRIAD consists of Effective Compartmentation, Alarms and Detection, plus Suppression Systems.  No single part of the TRIAD system is the answer to all our building fire and life safety concerns.  
Compartmentation, using tested and listed fire resistance rated construction to protect occupants from the spread of fire and smoke from the room or floor of origin, to the next room, was originally developed to keep fire from spreading from building to building, as occurred in the great Chicago fire of 1871.  Compartmentation, using Firestopping, Fire Dampers and Doors inside buildings, has been a concept used for safety over many years.  Compartmentation is effective when properly installed, inspected and maintained by the Authority Having Jurisdiction, construction and building operation teams.  

Economically, Compartmentation doesn’t add significantly to the cost of buildings.  Most concrete floors, concrete and masonry wall assemblies are already fire resistance rated.  Shaft walls encase much of the floor to floor penetrations, leaving only through wall penetrations, walltop joints and perimeter fire protection to firestop in some buildings.  Gypsum wallboard assemblies are typically 5/8” thick drywall in most multifamily and commercial construction.  When applied to both sides of the wall this means a fire resistance rated system may already exist.  Therefore, adding compartmentation doesn’t add significantly to the cost of construction as the fire/smoke wall is already in place.  Firestopping, sealing the penetrations made with pipes, conduits, ducts, and at building construction, walltop and perimeter joints, completes the fire resistance rated assembly.  Firestopping typically is about 0.5 percent of total building costs, and can be less than $.50/sf in new construction, even in the most complicated environments.
Current post fire incident reporting, NFIRS Form 1, does not track the effectiveness of Compartmentation, only detection and extinguishing systems.  Therefore, statistics on the performance of fire protection features in buildings may yield misleading conclusions.  Compartmentation may be doing more than we think in buildings….there’s just been little tracking of its performance to total protection of occupants in buildings.

Thankfully, older buildings have been or are being treated with Effective Compartmentation and Firestopping features to protect occupants against fire and smoke spread from one compartment to another….especially in multi-family residential and health care occupancies where sprinkler systems may or may not have been installed yet.  And, with all the reductions in Compartmentation requirements in some types of building occupancies in codes for new construction, attention to detail through Firestopping in compartments that remain is more important now than ever before.  
Thanks again for providing provocative articles, that do help improve our construction industry through discussion that’s allowed in our free society.  
For further information, contact Bill McHugh, FCIA Executive Director
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