Bulletin #02 October 2005

Safe & Secure
the Saddleback Mountain Neighborhood Watch Bulletin

“Awareness and Knowledge are the First Steps to Safe and Secure Living and Action is the Last.”

This bulletin was instituted by the Saddleback Mountain Neighborhood Watch (SMNW) and is dedicated to keeping those of our community safe and crime free. Bob Seavey is the SMNW captain and author/editor. Note: Blue underlined text is hyperlinked to the associated website. Place your cursor on it and left click or control + click to open the link. 
Fire Safety and Planning
October is National Fire Safety Month and for those of us who live in the mountains any dry months are fire safety months! Were you aware that more people die in fires than in earthquakes, hurricanes, floods and all other natural disasters combined? Did you know that annually, children start nearly 100,000 fires? This month I will address fire safety in and around the home. For more information on fire safety you can got to the U. S. Fire Administration website .  This will be one of the longer bulletins since it is so important to the environment we live in and your fire can become my fire if you know what I mean.
Some Questions to think about before we address fire safety in more detail:
1. Do you have fire extinguishers in your home and do you know what kind of fires they will work on?

2. Do you have smoke detectors in the house and do they use batteries or house power? Do you test them?

3. Do you have carbon monoxide detectors in the primary living spaces of the house (living room, den, bedrooms) and do you even need them?

4. Do you have an escape plan in case of a house fire? (In writing this I realized that we don’t have one. We were used to living in a single story house and now we are in a multistory one. We need to plan differently).

Let’s look at some of the primary sources of in home fire hazards and causes. There are potential kitchen fires, fireplace and pellet stove induced fires, fires caused by smoking, furnace caused fires, water heater caused fires, electrical and lighting caused fires, candle and oil lamp fires, electrical heater fires, lightning caused fires…..etc. Wow that’s a lot of ways to burn and it doesn’t even include fires outside of the living area like garage fires, barbeque caused fires, open fires, and forest or wild fires. Let’s take a look at some of the most common detection tools and major fire causes.
Smoke detector/alarms
There are basically two types of smoke detectors, those that are wired into the house wiring and those that are battery operated. If you have the wired in type it pays to have the battery operated type as well so that if the power goes off you still have protection. There are central systems that are part of the house security and fire protection but we won’t address those here. They tend to be expensive and more prone to false alarms due to their complexity. They are often tied to an external response agency or to police and fire services. When it comes to safety simple and reliable will do just fine by me but I have nothing against the more sophisticated systems as long as they have the proper redundancy (like UPS or battery backup if you like) and reliability. Detectors should be located not on walls but on ceilings at high points and in all the major living areas and the garage. They should have a built in test capability that at a minimum is checked every six months but once a month is the recommended period. The battery operated types can be bought at Wal-Mart or Home Depot and the better ones have the test feature and sound a battery low chirp that will drive you crazy if you don’t respond.  
Carbon monoxide (CO) Detectors 
These are important if you have a gas furnace or wood burning fireplaces, both can produce CO that can kill you. Oh, and don’t forget your car is a great producer of CO. This is a colorless odorless gas that will send you into the next world. You should know the symptoms.  There are plug-in detectors that can be purchased at the same locations as smoke detectors. I recommend that you have one in or near every major living space, especially the bed rooms. 
Gas Leak Detectors
This is probably one of the more important items to have if you have gas (propane or natural gas) powered appliances and don’t want to have your house launched to the Space Station some day. These are wired into an electric shutoff valve outside of the house and the detector is usually located near the floor by the gas furnace or gas water heater. The valve and the detector should be wired to a battery backup system and have an audible alarm that requires you to reset the system before it will stop. When they detect the gas at a determined unsafe level they shut off the supply to the house. Remember if this happens and any of the appliances are pilot light operated you will have to relight them once the system is reset. If you have a gas stove or fireplace you might consider additional detectors at these sources as well. If you smell the strong odor of gas don’t touch any switches (light or other) and get out of the house immediately. Call 911 from your cell phone or a neighbor’s house!
Now we have addressed detection devices why don’t we move on to the sources, causes and equipment to deal with that scary word “FIRE”! Shall we look at some of the more common causes, locations and means of putting out small household fires? 
Kitchen Fires are one of the most common and most of you have probably encountered one during you lifetime. You know you get distracted by a phone call or some other urgent matter and the next thing you know you have a grease fire on the range. There are a few ways to deal with this and one is NOT water, I say again NOT water. Water will flash to steam and cause the grease to splatter spreading the flames. First, if safety permits, turn off the stove. Then, put a cover of some type or a damp towel over the fire, use baking soda or the proper fire extinguisher on the fire. Don’t try to pick up the source of the fire in an attempt to take it outside or to put it in the sink as you could burn yourself and spread the fire further.
Smoking is another big house fire starter. Typically caused when the person smoking falls asleep and drops the cigarette or leaves it unattended and it drops onto a surface that will burn. There are a couple of solutions, one stop smoking and two don’t smoke when you are tired and seated or in bed. The first one will save you money and is good for your health.
Candle, oil lamps or incense fires are the next cause to be aware of and avoided. Typically they are started by something or someone (dog/cat, child, the wind, etc.) knocking them over, they are too close to a combustible surface or material or their container becomes too hot and shatters. Be aware of the worst case scenarios that could occur and take the proper measures to mitigate them. One other thing, don’t leave these burning sources unattended for too long. Put them out it’s the safer choice. 
Fireplaces are the next source to be concerned about. Wood burning fireplaces and stoves, when not properly screened or with too small of a hearth can start fires by cinders or sap popping onto the floor, carpet or other materials within range. I have seen sparks fly 2 to 3 feet from a fireplace when wood that had not been dried long enough was placed in the fireplace. The bigger cause of fires here though is the chimney. Creosotes are the byproducts of burning wood along with soot and after a time they build up in the chimney and can ignite causing the heat of a rocket engine, burning through the pipe or mortar thus causing a fire in the house. Proper maintenance by a chimney sweep and burning the synthetic logs frequently can avoid this hazard. If you burn a lot of wood consider having the chimney cleaned once a year, less frequently if you burn the synthetic logs or supplement with some other form of heat. 
Furnaces and water heaters are sources of both fires and explosions if not properly maintained. Do a self-inspection for scorching, paper products or other flammable materials left around or on these appliances. Follow the prescribed maintenance schedules done by a professional and you should not have to worry.
Space or electric heaters cause a large number of fatal fires each year. This is largely due to them being knocked over and not having tip-over switches to safe them or because they were placed too close to some combustible material.

Garage fires are a source of some of the most deadly types of fires. They are caused by POL’s. That is petroleum, oils and lacquers which consist of paints, oils, thinners, brake fluid, gasoline, and lacquers to name a few. These can sometimes leak and mix with each other or with other materials such as pool chlorine and cause fires or explosions. Oily rags have been known to spontaneously combust so don’t leave them lying around.   

Other fires occur outside the home caused by such things as open pit fires, burning trash or slash, barbeque grills, outdoor fireplaces or fire bowls, fireworks and carelessness with matches and cigarettes. Know the proper conditions and procedures for using these devices as well as if a burning ban is in effect and follow the rules of fire safety. Have water or a fire extinguisher, and/or shovel handy and don’t have any form of open fire when it is windy; period!
Extinguishers: One last thing is the location and type of fire extinguisher to have. At a minimum the kitchen and the garage, but if you want to be conservative have one in close proximity to furnaces, water heaters and fireplaces. I keep one within quick access to the barbeque grill as well. Get the class A-B-C extinguishers because they are good for all the types of fires you will probably encounter around the house. The size I leave up to you to decide. Read the directions on the extinguisher as to how to use it and be sure to check it at least once a year to see that it is charged. If you only partially use it replace it! Store it upright or it will leak out the pressurizing charge and that means it won’t work when you need it.  
Escape Planning Create an escape plan and walk through it with each member of the family. See that you have the means available to get down from upper floors or high windows. (e.g., rollup ladders or a knotted rope)

Sorry but I warned you that it was long but I hope you find at least some of it worthwhile. 

Bob Seavey

(C) 321-591-8386
(H) 303-567-4121

If you have a subject that is associated with safety, security, or crime prevention that you would like addressed or that you have materials you would like to have considered for the bulletin please send them to me or call me. Thanks!
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