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MEMORANDUM TO: Peter  Sparber 
Susan Stuntz  
The Tobacco I n s t i t u t e  

John Rupp -/ 
Covington & B u r l i n g  

FROM: P h i l i p  Schaenman E ~ & % S  

SUBJECT: Revised Careless Smoking F i r e  Inc idence and Death Rates 

As promised, we obta ined t h e  newly a v a i l a b l e  1984 Nat iona l  F i r e  I n c i -  
dence Repor t ing  System (NFIRS) tapes from the  U S .  F i r e  Admin is t ra t ion.  We 
analyzed t h e  data t o  fill i n  t h e  1984 po in t s  on t he  t r e n d  cha r t s  I p r e v i -  
ous l y  sen t  you. Also, we have a rev ised  est imate f o r  1982. 

The key new f i n d i n g  i s  t h a t  care less smoking f i r e  deaths went down 
again, b u t  care less  smoking f i r e s  leve led  of f  o r  rose  s l i g h t l y .  

The issue o f  t rends i s  go ing t o  ge t  p u b l i c i t y  and be a major p o i n t  o f  
d iscuss ion  i n  the  F i r e  Safety C i g a r e t t e  Study. A c o n t r a c t  i s  going t o  be 
l e t  by CPSC t o  NFPA t o  p r e d i c t  where the  care less smoking f i r e  problem i s  
heading over the  next  10 years w i t h  o r  w i thou t  m o d i f i c a t i o n s  t o  the  
c i g a r e t t e .  

The o v e r a l l  t r e n d  f rom 1977 t o  1984 i s  sharp ly  downward f o r  t he  care-  
l ess  smoking f i r e  problem. There i s  no d e f i n i t i v e  i n fo rma t i on  on what 
causes t h i s ,  and many i n  t he  f i r e  wor ld  speculate er roneously  t h a t  i t  i s  
because o f  reduced smoking l eve l s .  My own f e e l i n g  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  l a r g e l y  
due t o  t h e  tremendous increase and use o f  smoke detectors .  Because of 
t ha t ,  t h e  t r e n d  i s  1  i k e l y  t o  l e v e l  o u t  as the  de tec to r  market saturates,  
and p o s s i b l y  may even s t a r t  inc reas ing  as the  o l d e r  smoke de tec to rs  f a i l .  

The increase might  be aver ted by con t i nu ing  t he  pressure on the  p u b l i c  
t o  use and ma in ta in  t h e i r  detectors ,  and by expanded p u b l i c  educat ion pro-  
grams u r g i n g  carefu lness.  



Methodological Issue 

The approach I f o l l o w e d - i n  making the estimates t racks w i t h  the way 
the-U.S F i r e  Administ rat ion has made them since i t s  incept ion.  I d i d  not  
develop a  new approach since becoming a  consultant t o  TI .  I t happens t h a t  
the approach I or ig ina ted  and thought the most f a i r  presentat ion o f  the  
problem whi le  I was Associate Administrator o f  USFA i s  not the approach 
t h a t  CPSC and hence NFPA w i l l  be fo l lowing.  They w i l l  have estimates t h a t  
w i l l  be about 10 percent higher than mine. The trends portrayed by the  two 
approaches should p a r a l l e l  each other bu t  be of fset  i n  deaths by 100-200 a  
year. 

I have made arrangements w i t h  CPSC t o  provide me w i t h  a  memo descr ib-  
i n g  i n  d e t a i l  the  methodology which they use and have recommended t o  NFPA 
f o r  p rov id ing  data t o  the committee. 

I f  you wish, I can repeat the trend ca lcu la t ions  using the  CPSC/NFPA 
approach. Of what I know so fa r  about the d i f fe rences between t h e i r  
approach and mine, they are as fo l lows:  

0 C P S C c o u n t s f i r e f i g h t e r d e a t h s a n d i n j u r i e s  i n c o m p u t i n g l o s s e s  
from careless smoking f i r e s .  We j u s t  present the c i v i  1  i a n  
losses. Careless smoking f i r e s  are usua l l y  smaller and less  
damaging t o  f i r e f i g h t e r s  than other causes. F i r e f i g h t e r s  who are 
h u r t  usua l l y  do something careless a t  the scene, i f  not s u f f e r  a  
hear t  at tack from being out  o f  condi t ion.  But many w i l l  construe 
i t  as a f a i r  "cost"  t o  consider. 

0 A second and probably more important f a c t o r  i s  t h a t  the  F i r e  
Administ rat ion used an h ierarchy of causes. I f  a  f i r e  was put  i n  
a  category a t  the  top  of the  hierarchy, i t  was not considered f o r  
the l e v e l s  below. The f i r s t  cause i n  the h ierarchy was arson. 
The theory i s  t h a t  i f  a  f i r e  was i n t e n t i o n a l l y  started, i t  
doesn't mat ter  whether i t  was a  c i g a r e t t e  or  match o r  whatever 
t h a t  was used t o  l i g h t  t h e  f i r e .  The arson is t  would have found 
something t o  l i g h t  i t  anyhow. And f i r e  safe c iga re t tes  are 
extremely u n l i k e l y  t o  reduce the number o f  arson f i r e s .  

a The second cause i n  the h ierarchy i s  " ch i l d ren  playing." Usual ly  
they use matches, bu t  sometimes they use other  heat sources, 
i nc lud ing  c igare t tes .  I t  i s  not known how many o f  these 
"ch i l d ren  p lay ing"  f i r e s  are r e a l l y  j u v e n i l e  arson cases where 
the  c h i l d  would f i n d  some su i tab le  source if they wanted t o  s t a r t  
a  f i r e ,  as opposed t o  causes where the  c h i l d  p lay  acts w i t h  c iga-  
r e t t e s  o r  a c t u a l l y  smokes them and then drops the c igare t te .  The 
more i t  i s  t h e  l a t t e r ,  the  more leg i t ima te  case can be made f o r  
i nc lud ing  those f i r e s  i n  considering f i r e  safe c igaret tes.  My 
suspic ion i s  t h a t  i t  i s  more l i k e l y  t o  be the  former. (I plan  t o  
consu l t  Pat Mies ta la  on th i s . )  



The incidence i n  1984 o f  careless smokina f i r e s  i n  residences leveled - .  - - -  

o u t  o r  rose s l i q h t l y .  This i s  the  f i r s t  year-since a t  l e a s t  1977 i n  which 
there  was not  a c l e a r  decl ine.  Par t  of the ~ r o b l e r n  i s  tha t  the decl ine has 
bee* so-great already. I n  terms o f  deaths, the decl i ne  i n  careless smoking 
contlnued. Deaths d i d  not  s t a r t  t o  drop as r a p i d l y  as d i d  careless smoking 
f i r e s ,  poss ib le  because i t  took longer fo r  the populat ion a t  greatest r i s k  
t o  obta in  detectors. 

If a simple ex t rapo la t i on  were made from the l a s t  two years o f  f i r e  
incidences, i t  would show the careless smoking problem stay ing leve l  f o r -  
ever or  a c t u a l l y  going up. I f  the mul t i -year  t rend were used, then i t  
would show the problem going t o  zero about the year 1992. For f i r e  deaths, 
the problem would go t o  zero by about 1999 i f  the l a s t  two years or the 
t rend i s  used. 

Note the dot ted  1 ines i n  the f igures.  They represent an estimate o f  
what the t rend would have been i f  the USFA had cont inued making death e s t i -  
mates. The s o l  i d  1 i ne  curves are those based on the  o f f i c i a l  USFA death 
estimates. However, s t a r t i n g  i n  1982, USFA no longer publ ished the h igher 
death estimates t h a t  you get  from s t a r t i n g  w i t h  Nat ional  Center o f  Heal th 
S t a t i s t i c s  death c e r t i f i c a t i o n  information. Instead, they use death e s t i -  
mates from the NFPA f i r e  department survey, which tends t o  be s i g n i f i c a n t l y  
lower than the  previous USFA methodology. I n  the dot ted  1 ines we show what 
the death estimates would be i f  the USFA est imate had been continued. One 
could a lso compute what t h e  estimates would be i f  you be1 ieved the lower 
NFPA numbers. I t  does not  add much t o  magnitude of the t o t a l  problem t o  
use the h igher f igures, which I be1 ieve are a more accurate por t raya l  o f  
the s i t u a t i o n ,  and i t  seems t o  me good PR f o r  T I  t o  be embracing the l a r g e r  
numbers when most people would assume the opposite. But even these higher 
curve numbers are lower than what CPSC estimates. 

Act i o n  I 
! 

I 

Please l e t  me know whether you want me t o  compute the curves using the 
CPSC methodology t h a t  they are asking NFPA t o  use f o r  t he  F i r e  Safe Ciga- 
r e t t e  Study, so we can see ahead of t ime what t h e i r  r e s u l t s  w i l l  be, and we 
have a basis upon which t o  check NFPA. 

Attachments 



FIGURE 1 .  

- - 
s Causes of Residential Fires 

Electrical Distribution 



- - 
= Causes of Fires in One- and- 

Two-Family Dwellings 



FIGURE 3 .  
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FIGURE 5. 
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FIGURE 6. 
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