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MEMORANDUM TO: Mr.  John Rupp 
Covington & Bur l ing  - - 

FROM: P h i l i p  S. Schaenman and Alexandra Rex &! 
SUBJECT: Latest  Drop i n  Cigarette-Related F i res  and F i r e  Deaths 

(1983 Data and Trends) 

HIGHLIGHTS 

1. Fi res  re la ted  t o  careless smoking decl ined s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from 1982 t o  
1983, cont inuing a t rend over a t  l eas t  t he  l a s t  s i x  years, F i r e  
deaths re la ted  t o  careless smoking a lso continued a s i g n i f i c a n t  down- 
ward trend. These f i nd ings  are based on our analys is  o f  National F i r e  
Inc ident  Reporting System 1983 data which recen t l y  became avai lable, 

CPSC's independent analys is  based on the  same data agrees w i t h  
our f ind ings.  

Both we and CPSC t h i n k  t h a t  the F i r e  Administ rat ion made a gross e r r o r  
i n  i t s  press release o f  November 2, which stated t h a t  2,100 people 
d ied i n  1983 as a r e s u l t  o f  careless c i g a r e t t e  smoking. That number 
impl ied a 20 percent increase from 1982 t o  1983, None o f  the  journa ls  
have y e t  rep r in ted  the news release, bu t  i t may happen next month. 
The CPSC s t a f f  have agreed t o  introduce the cor rec t  estimates i n  t h e  
Cigaret te Safety Act 's  Technical Study Group and t o  urge the F i r e  
Administrat ion t o  contact the  major f i r e  journals t o  stop pub l i ca t i on  
o f  the  wrong number. 

3. Upholstered f u r n i t u r e  continues t o  be the i tem f i r s t  i g n i t e d  i n  over 
h a l f  o f  the r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e  deaths invo lv ing  careless smoking, bu t  
on ly  one-quarter o f  the r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e s  invo lv ing  careless smoking. 

DETAILS 

Source o f  Data -- The 1983 data tapes from the National F i r e  Inc ident  
Reporting System are s t i l l  i n  the  process o f  being made ava i lab le  t o  the  
pub l i c  through the National Technical In format ion Center. FEMA had them 
f o r  several months but  had not released them. I was able t o  borrow a copy 
o f  the tapes and undertake an analysis i n  p a r a l l e l  w i t h  CPSC's doing the  
same. (CPSC obtained the  tapes very l a t e  also, a f t e r  repeated requests t o  
the  U.S. F i r e  Administrat ion.) 



There are 760,939 f i r e s  i n  the data base f o r  1983, about one-th i rd o f  
a l l  f i r e s  reported t o  f i r e  departments. This i s  t h e  l a rges t  sample o f  
f i r e s  ever ava i lab le  i n  the United States, which increases the v a l i d i t y  o f  
the resu l ts .  There are also somewhat fewer f i r e s  where the  cause i s  
reported t o  NFIRS as "unknown." This a lso gives more c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  the 
resu l ts ;  however, 26 percent o f  f i r e  deaths are reported as k a u s e  unknown" -- f a r  too many t o  be comfortable s t a t i s t i c a l l y ,  

Our analysis i s  summarized below. Further analysis may be necessary 
as the Cigaret te Safety Study proceeds, o r  as new issues ar ise. 

The r e s u l t s  f o r  1982-1983 are based on TriData analyses p a r a l l e l i n g  
the  F i r e  Administ rat ion analyses o f  1979-1981. 

Comparison w i t h  CPSC -- We have been able t o  compare the  Consumer 
Product Safety Commi ssionls analys is  w i t h  our analysis, and they t rack  
q u i t e  wel l ,  though t h e i r  numbers tend t o  be s l i g h t l y  higher. The main 
reason f o r  t h e i r  being higher i s  t h a t  they inc lude a l l  f i r e s  i n  which a 
c i g a r e t t e  was reported as prov id ing  the  "heat o f  ign i t ion , "  inc lud ing arson 
f i r e s  and "ch i ld ren p lay ing" f i r e s ,  whereas we inc lude j u s t  the f i r e s  t h a t  
are a t t r i b u t e d  t o  "careless smoking," The d i f fe rence i s  small. 

The source o f  the CPSC data f o r  the years through 1982 i s  Attachment 9 
t o  the  Report o f  the  In te rna t iona l  Associat ion o f  F i r e  Chiefs Ad Hoc 
Committee on F i r e  Safe Cigarettes, February, 1984. This was supplemented 
by personal communications from Bea Harwood, CPSC f o r  1983 data. 

The method we use i s  consistent  w i t h  t h a t  used by t h e  National F i r e  
Data Center o f  the  U.S. F i r e  Administ rat ion i n  previous years, That i s ,  
the F i r e  Administ rat ion d i d  not  agree w i t h  the  CPSC approach exact ly.  CPSC 
as a matter o f  pol  i c y  looks a t  the  number of f i r e s  where a p a r t i c u l a r  pro- 
duct was involved i n  the i g n i t i o n  sequence, regardless o f  whether the  cause 
was arson or  ch i ld ren playing, ra the r  than 1 i m i  t i n g  themselves t o  careless- 
ness i n  the use o f  a product o r  a f a i l u r e  o f  the product. Also, CPSC i n -  
cludes f i r e f i g h t e r  deaths i n  add i t ion  t o  c i v i l i a n  deaths i n  i t s  t o t a l s  and 
we do not. A I t f i r e  safe" c i g a r e t t e  i s  u n l i k e l y  t o  stop any arson because 
an arsonist  can f i n d  another i g n i t i o n  source q u i t e  easi ly .  A "f ire-safe" 
c i g a r e t t e  might arguably reduce the f i r e s  s tar ted  by ch i l d ren  playing, bu t  
the numbers are small, 

Both CPSC and Tr iData used NFPA estimates o f  t o t a l  f i r e  deaths from 
a l l  causes f o r  1982 and 1983 because the  F i r e  Administ rat ion discont inued 
i t s  own estimates a f t e r  I l e f t  (1981). This makes 1982 and 1983 appear 
somewhat lower than they might have otherwise, because the  NFPA estimates 
were less complete than the USFA estimates by about 10 percent. Neverthe- 
less, the  ove ra l l  downward t rend i s  c lear ;  and the  estimates o f  smoking- 
re la ted  f i r e  deaths as a ercenta e o f  t o t a l  f i r e  deaths i s  based s o l e l y  on 
NFIRS and there fore  indepen %--g ent o these problems. 



Resident ia l  F i re  Deaths 

The data from NFIRS shows the fo l lowing:  

1979 - 1980 
7 

1981 - 1982 - 1983 - 
Percent o f  
res iden t i  a1 
f i r e  deaths 
re1 ated t o  
"careless smoking" 
(Tr  i Data) 36.6% 31.4% 35% 31.5% 29.9% 

Percent o f  
r e s i d e n t i a l  
f i r e  deaths 
w i t h  smoking 
mater ia l  i g n i t i o n s  
(CPSC) 41% 36% 38% 34.6% 32.6% 

The data shows t h a t  the  percentage o f  t he  problem re la ted  t o  careless 
smoking continues t o  decline. 

These percentages can be m u l t i p l i e d  by annual estimates o f  the t o t a l  
number o f  r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e  deaths (from NFPA surveys o f  f i r e  department 
data) t o  y i e l d  the numbers o f  f i r e  deaths re la ted  t o  careless smoking: 

2 Yr. 3 Yr. 5 Yr .  
1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 Change Change Change - - 

Number o f  
r e s i d e n t i a l  
f i r e  deaths 
re la ted  t o  
careless 
smoking 
(TriData) 2269 1894 1939 1555 1441 -7% -26% -36% 

Number o f  
r e s i d e n t i a l  
f i r e  deaths 
w i t h  smoking 
mater ia l  
i g n i t i o n s  
(CPSC) 2370 1980 2130 1730 1580 -9% -26% -33% 

The CPSC deaths inc lude 10-20 f i r e f i g h t e r  deaths. But note t h a t  we 
both agree on the magnitude o f  the  downward changes, and a lso the  approxi- Cn 
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mate magnitude of the  problem. CPSC shows a somewhat sharper decrease over 
the  l a s t  two years than we do! Both o f  us show a drop i n  the  problem by 
one-th i rd over the l a t e s t  f i v e  years! Even i f  the NFPA estimates f o r  1982 
and 1983 were 10 percent higher as probably would have been obtained by the  
o l d  USFA method, the  drop - s t i l l  would be 30 percent over f i v e  years. 

Both CPSC and TriData assume t h a t  the  f i r e  deaths with unknown cause 
are d i s t r i b u t e d  1 i k e  the  known causes. Since 26 percent o f  the r e s i d e n t i a l  
deaths have cause reported as unknown, t h i s  assumption a f f e c t s  the  resu l ts ;  
i t  i s  the usual, s t a t i s t i c a l  l y  conservative approach. 

Total Fire Deaths 

Usual ly i t  i s  the number o f  r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e  deaths t h a t  i s  the focus 
o f  at tent ion.  But since the  U.S. F i r e  Administ rat ion press release er ro-  
neously reported 1983 "careless c i g a r e t t e  smoking" deaths as 2,100 o r  "one- 
t h i r d  o f  a l l  f i r e  re la ted  deaths," we g ive  our estimates o f  the  t o t a l s  
below: 

1983 
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Total  F i r e  Deaths from "careless smoking" 1477 

Percent o f  t o t a l  f i r e  deaths t h a t  are 
from "careless smoking" 

Note t h a t  the t o t a l  number o f  f i r e  deaths from "careless smoking" i s  
on ly  s l i g h t l y  higher than the corresponding f i g u r e  f o r  r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e  
deaths (1,477 vs. 1,441) because there are almost no smoking-related f i r e  
deaths i n  such non-resident! a1 places as businesses, vehicles, o r  
outdoors. There are many outdoor f i r e s  caused by careless smoking bu t  few 
lead t o  f a t a l  i t  ies. The on ly  non-resident ia l  category where there usua l l y  
are more than a t r i v i a l  number o f  smoking-related f i r e  deaths i s  i n s t i t u -  
t i o n s  such as hosp i ta ls  and nursing homes, which are not  counted as r e s i -  
den t ia l  i n  the NFIRS taxonomy o f  occupancy classes. 

The inco r rec t  USFA estimate o f  smoking-related f i r e  deaths may have 
come about by m u l t i p l y i n g  the  percent o f  r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e  deaths from care- 
less smoking by the  t o t a l  number o f  f i r e  deaths. T h i r t y - f i v e  percent ( the  
published f i g u r e  f o r m )  x 6,000 ( the  1983 NFPA estimate) y i e l d s  2,100, 
the number USFA obtained. Or it may be t h a t  someone quoted the 1981 num- 
bers ( the  l a s t  ones published), which were 2,100. 



Resident ia l  F i r e s  

Based on the annual NFPA f i r e  department survey, there were 641,500 
r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e s  i n  1983, Based on NFIRS, 7,O percent o f  these were from 
"careless smoking.' The f i v e  year t rend looks 1 i k e  t h i s :  

-. 1981 1980 1979 1982 - 1983 
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Percent o f  
r e s i d e n t i a l  
f i r e s  re1  ated 
t o  "careless 
smoking 
(Tr  i Oat a) 10.6% 9.5% 9.1% 7.6% 7.0% 

Percent o f  
r e s i d e n t i a l  
f i r e s  w i t h  
smoking 
materi  a1 
i g n i t i o n s  
(CPSC) 11.8% 10.5% 9.6% 8.3% 7.6% 

I f  the above percentages are m u l t i p l i e d  by the  t o t a l  number o f  
r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e s ,  we get the fo l lowing:  

Number o f  
r e s i d e n t i a l  
f i r e s  re1  ated 
t o  careless 
smok i ng 
(Tr  i Data) 

Number o f  
r e s i d e n t i a l  
f i r e s  w i t h  
smok i ng 
rnateri a1 
i g n i t i o n s  
(CPSC) 84,800 79,400 70,100 56,400 49,000 

The above data shows t h a t  there was a 12 percent drop i n  careless 
smoking f i r e s  from 1982 t o  1983 according t o  TriData, and a 13 percent drop 
according t o  CPSC. Tota l  r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e s  dropped on ly  5 percent; t he  
careless smoking f i r e s  are dropping much more sharply. 

OVER THE LATEST FIVE YEAR PERIOD THERE HAS BEEN A 40 PERCENT DROP IN 
CARELESS SMOKING FIRES, AND A 36 PERCENT DROP I N  FIRE DEATHS. 



While careless smoking f i r e s  and f i r e  deaths are dropping, those asso- 
c ia ted  w i t h  heat in  have been r i s i n g .  Heating accounts f o r  37 percent o f  
f i r e s  i n  1-2 _p fami y dwel l ing versus 5 percent f o r  smoking. I n  1979 it was 
25 percent versus 8 percent. Those are large, s i g n i f i c a n t  sh i f t s .  Heating 
now accounts f o r  21 percent o f  f i r e  deaths i n  1-2 f a m i l y  dwel l ings versus 
26 percent f o r  careless smoking. F ive  years ago i t was 14 percent versus 
35 percent. 

For the category o f  residences w i t h  the  highest death r a t e  per cap i ta  -- mobile homes -- heating has emer ed as t h e  leading cause o f  deaths (26 
percent), passing careless smoking 9 21 percent). 

Careless smoking continues as t h e  leading cause o f  r e s i d e n t i a l  f i r e  
deaths ove ra l l  by a wide margin, bu t  i t i s  t rending downward wh i le  heat ing 
and arson are t rending upwards. 

We do not know f o r  sure why the  smoking f i r e s  are decl ining, bu t  two 
fac to rs  are 1 i k e l y  contr ibutors:  

- the  tremendous increase i n  smoke detector usage, which detects 
smoldering f i r e s  i n  the  e a r l i e s t  stages. 

- the increased avai 1 abi  1 i ty and use o f  smolder-resistant 
upholstered f u r n i t u r e  and mattresses (CPSC 1 i k e  t o  po in t  t o  t h i s  
because they st imulated voluntary standards.) 

It i s  a lso possib le t h a t  increased pub l i c  f i r e  education e f f o r t s  are 
having an e f fec t ,  bu t  there i s  no q u a n t i t a t i v e  measure t o  show t h a t  these 
e f f o r t s  have t r u l y  increased. Since c i g a r e t t e  consumption rose s l  i g h t l y  
and then f e l l  s l i g h t l y  dur ing the  l a s t  f i v e  years, i t  cannot be a s i g n i f i -  
cant f a c t o r  i n  these changes. 

Upholstered Furniture and Wattresses/Bedding 

F i res  invo lv ing  careless smoking usua l ly  have upholstered f u r n i t u r e  o r  
mattresseslbedding as the ob jec t  f i r s t  ign i ted.  This continues t o  be the  
case. 

I f  we consider those f i r e s  f o r  which an "object  f i r s t  i gn i ted "  was 
reported by the f i r e f i g h t e r s ,  t h a t  i s ,  t he  data entry.was not  l e f t  blank o r  
undetermined, the  NFIRS 1983 data shows the  f o l  lowing f o r  careless smoking 
f i r e s  and deaths: 

Object F i r s t  I g n i t e d  - Fires  Deaths 

Upholstered f u r n i t u r e  25% 53% 

Other 41% 16% 



These results are similar to those in the previous 5 years, 
Upholstered furniture is the most comnonly ignited item where deaths occur; 
they are involved in 53% of the deaths. Mattresses and bedding are 
second. The two together account for 85 percent of the careless smoking 
fire deaths. 

Fires are different. Upholstered furniture and mattresseslbedding 
together account for 58 percent of the fires involving smoking materials, 
but 'other items" -- especially trash and rubbish -- are also a major cate- 
gory 

Since the number of fires and fire deaths involving smoking materials 
are both decl ining, the absolute numbers of fires in upholstered furniture 
and bedding are also dropping. 

Conclusion 

The fire problem associated with careless smoking has significantly 
declined over the last five years without altering the product for fire 
safety. 

It is likely that this favorable trend will continue if: 

- usage of smoke detectors continues to spread, 
- current detectors are maintained (kept in batteries). 

- f irst-generation detectors do not start to fai 1 catastrophically. 
- public awareness and public education on fire safety is maintain- 

ed. 

- smolder-resistant upholstered furniture and bedding get used by a 
wider segment of the population. 

Further details on the fire statistics are available upon request. 
Graphic plots of the f ive-year trends might be desirable if presentations 
are made. 

cc: Peter Sparber 
Roger Motingo 
William Kloepfer 
Ralph Vinovich 


