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MEMORANDUM
DATE : July 31, 2006
TO : Senator John Watkins, Chairman, Building and
Accessibility Sub-Committee, Virginia Housing Commission
FROM : Emory Rodgers, Deputy Director, Building and Fire
Regulation Division, Department of Housing and Community Development
SUBJECT : Briefing Report on Multi-family Fires in Existing Buildings

Housing Seniors over 55 years of age and Retroactive Fire
Protection Systems Contained in the Uniform Statewide
Building Code (USBC).

The Department is pleased to have the opportunity and appreciate your time to provide a briefing report that
outlines how the General Assembly and the Board of Housing and Community Development have pro-actively
addressed existing building and fire safety matters that have arisen over the past 25-years here in the
Commonwealth. :

Virginia has been a national leader when it comes to enacting retroactive measures for existing buildings. This
leadership is demonstrated by the very thorough and inclusive process that is undertaken by the Virginia
Housing Commission and by both the General Assembly and the Board of Housing and Community
Development (BHCD) to develop consensus legislative and regulatory solutions to oftentimes very tragic state
or national events that precipitate a need to evaluate and then carefully revise and amend our statewide building
and fire codes to reflect positive, practical and reasonable legislative and regulatory changes.

In that Virginia was one of the first states, in 1973, to adopt a mandatory statewide building code based on a
family of national model codes and then approximately every three years, the BHCD promulgates regulations
based on the latest model code editions, we have been able to take advantage of the latest technologies, building
materials and design changes that ensures our altered and newly constructed buildings have the best and most
up-to-date building and fire safety measures avoiding the necessity 1o routinely enact retroactive measures for
existing buildings.

From our first attached report, we have described for you those retroactive building and fire safety measures
that have been enacted and placed into our USBC for a number of residential occupancies that include hotels,
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motels, apartments, nursing homes, hospitals, dormitories, group homes and assisted living facilities. The two
most common retroactive measures have been smoke detectors, providing early waming to residents, and
sprinklers to minimize the spread of fire. Smoke detector have been retroactive requirements for existing
residential buildings containing college dormitories, juvenile group homes, assisted living facilities, hotels,
motels, apartments and for facilities where there are deaf and hearing impaired persons. Sprinklers have been
required in hospitals, nursing homes, hotels and motels over three stories and for college dormitories over 75
feet. The amount of time given for owners to comply with these retrofit measures was from three to seven years.

Additionally, the Board of Housing and Community Development promulgated into the 2003 USBC that was
based on 2004 General Assembly legislation to require for senior housing designed, marketed and constructed
for those 55 years of age and older to have sprinklers installed in attic spaces where not required by the national
model building code. A copy of the legislation and the regulation is included for your review.

With the recent Richmond fire in an existing senior housing facility, not required when built to be sprinkled, but
required to have smoke detectors and resulting in the tragic lost of lives, there is certainly the opportunity and a
need to review and evaluate if further retroactive measures might be warranted for this type of existing
residential buildings.

A second attachment provides for you information on some local water hook-up fees that are assessed when a
fire line for the sprinkler system is installed in these localities. As you will see these hook-up fees can be quite
expensive and would not include any costs associated with the excavation and restoration work that will be
necessary for any retrofit sprinkler installation.

For FY 2003 to FY 2005 Virginia fire data reports show there were 268 injured persons with 19 deaths and 73
injured Firefighters in multi-family dwelling fires. The larger and older communities account for the majority of
these fire losses. We are still trying to gather Virginia fire data on property damage and injuries/deaths in
residential occupancies for seniors and assisted living facilities, to determine the age of the buildings, to
determine the size and height and to determine whether they were sprinkled or unsprinkled multi-family
buildings. Most of the fires occurred in living areas, exterior balconies, kitchens and bedrooms.

In sprinkled residential occupancies, both nationally and within the state, the record should reveal that there has
been limited property damage and an exemplary life safety record; that most residential fires, including property
damage and life safety losses are in existing 1&2 family dwelling units, as is the case nationally; and, that in
unsprinkled multi-family buildings property damage would be more substantial and you would see higher life
safety losses. We also need to compare the fire reports in relationship to the number of multi-family dwelling
units constituting the total housing stock and the number of people, as a percentage of the overall population,
who live in multi-family housing. Some of the positive factors working in our favor to restrain fire losses in
unsprinkled multi-family housing includes the retroactive smoke detector requirements; the local pro-active
code enforcement of the USBC Maintenance Code and the Statewide Fire Prevention Code; the local adoption
of rental inspection programs; and, although this can and does vary from locality to locality, the educational fire
safety programs that are conducted in the public schools and with tenant-landlord groups by the fire officials.

We hope this information is helpful and the DHCD staff looks forward to participating and providing our
expertise and technical assistance as the members and impacted parties sort through the issues to determine if
further retroactive building and fire safety measures are necessary to implement and require at this time.

cc: Honorable Terri Suit, Delegate, General Assembly
Mr. Bill Shelton, Director, DHCD




Virginia: Assistance Living Facilities Coordination with other State Agencies and
Advisory Committee:

Issues:

Page 2 Ambulatory definition and use of canes, walkers as ambuiatory does current
regulations allow?

R-4: Now sprinkled for up to 16 with USBC allows § without sprinklers and 5 non-
ambulatory. 17 and over I-2 but how far need to go with R-4 towards I-1 and [-2? Social
and demographics that support changes and what are they besides staffing and life safety
issues for say 8 being in need of assistance but only 5 bed-ridden. See old Va. code
change.

Pages 33, 59 & 60: Seem to say one administrative and one technical staff for up to 16
now. Seems low if go to 16 with 3-4 more necessary for ALF with non-ambulatory
facilities.

Need to meet with key folks: Bryant, Cates, Confer, Hairston, Hofheimer * Land, Reen,
Russell, Schumacher®, Ward*, Williams, Wingate and Scott.
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