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'INTRODUCTION

FIRES IN ,SHOPS AND ,STmES

by

J. F. Fry

.. ~ ','" ,),

.To 'assist in current discussions of methods' of reduc:i:Dgthe fire hazard
:of department stores the readi.l3 ava:ila.ble materidon .eausea of fire has,
been exalliined. ,Most of the statistical information is not, at present; .
broken down in sufficient detail to allow for separation of department stores
from other 'types of shops and stores. It is probable, however, that this
information is relevant to the discussions and it oould be regarded as giving
a general guidance appropriate to department stores."

,INCIDENCE OF FIRE

. The total numb ers of fires attended in department stores.in England and
Wales have 'been estimated for each year from 1954-59 and are shown in Table 'I
below:-

TABLE I

INCIDENCE OF FIRES IN DEPARTMENT STORES IN ENGLAlID AND WALES

Year
Ssmpli.ng factor Estimated

. used in analysis inoidenoe

1954- 1:2 86
1955 1:4- 128
1956 1:4- .112
1957 1:1 109
1958 1:4- 88
1959 1:4- 128

.
,;

ICAUSES OF ,FIRE

No analysis has been made of the causes of fires in· department stores
:reported by Fire Brigades and, because of the small nUlllbers ,'involved, it .is
,:likely .that ,the pattern revealed by such an analysis would 'not be very oon­
elusive. Since a department store .La, to same extent, similar .to a group ,of
.ehopa situated in one building the pattern of fire causes is likaly to be
',broadly similar to that characteristio of shops in general, although it is
realised tliat one or two 'of the causes encountered in shops (e.g. oil stoves)
are less likely to be found in the department store than in 'the small shop.

The causes of fires in shops and stores in England and Wales for the
,three 'years 1957, 1958 and 1959 are given in Table II. '

From this it JIJa¥ be seen that the largest nUlllbers of fires are attributed
'to the comparatively small nUlllber of causes listed below:-

1. ,Electric refrigerator
',2. smoking materials
3.. lfatches(particularly children .play:i:Dg with matches)
4-. Electrical apparatus other than cooker" fire,. heater,

radiator, iron, motor , refrigerator ,television.
5. Eleotric wire and cable
6. Rubbish burning



TABLE II

CAUSES OF FmE IN SHOPS AND STORES IN ENGLAND AND WALES 1957-1959. .,
!

SUpposed cause of fire,' 1957 1958 1959

c

;
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Looomotives, sparks from .............••...••....
llalioious ignitioD •.................. """""""""""
Ka.to1l.es ."."."." ~ ~ : , , , , , • , , • , , , ••••••.' , , , , , , • , , , • ,

wire and cable, lead to apparatus ••.•..
wire and cable, other than above •••••...
wireless ~' ~ ~ .

fire, hea~er.,. radiator .
iron .

" .
motoJ:' •••••••••••••••••••••••• ,_ •••••••••
ref'rigeI"'at.or .
television .

cooker .

Chimney .fire, not confined to chimney ••.•.••.••.
ChimneY,. sparks from (outside. building) .... , ••••
Cooker' range; oven (not electrio, coal gas;. oil).
Electrio cooker ~ ! ••••

other appa,ra.tuB .
Explosives, firew-orks .
Fire in grate igniting: furniture, furnishings .•

timber under hearth •••••
. ". . ... other IDate~ia.ls ." •••••••

Fishtrylng r8.nge (all fuels)' .
Flue .
Gas (coal) ·burner .. jet, ring· ; ; •.•••.•.••..

AsJ1es, soo't ••••••••••••• 0 •••••••••••••••••• 0 ••••

Br'aziezo .
Candle ..

fire, heater, radiator •.••..••.......
other apparatUB ••••••••••••••••••••••

Incubator'brooder (all fuels) ...•.•.•..••.••••.•
Intentional burning of grassland .•....••....•..•
Ligllt!1i.ng •••••••••..•••.••••••••••.••••••.••••••
Lime ......•.•.•..••.•....•...••••••..•••••.•••••

Ma.tohes, 'chUdzoen witll ...........••.•.••........
Meohanical hea t or sparks "~",,,~'.... ,, ..... ,,,,: ~ , , .. ,
Naked lig:h.t ".""".".""".""." ... """""""" .. ".. """."
Oil blow lamp """ •• "."."""".""."""""""" ••••••••••

engine, including petrol ••••••.••.••••.••.••
"lamp "••••••. "•••••.. ~ •••••••••"••••••
stove .".........•....••......••....••.•••..•.

." .' otheI" apParatus .•............................
OJriaoetylene cutting and welding apparatus •.•. ;;
Rubb: iab.· "blJ.l'"n1rlg •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
SloW Oombliation stove igniting: structural wood •
". ", other materials •
&nok.iIl8 IDS.terials .
Spontaneous combustion ••....••...•.••..•.....•.•
SW'l's rays .•... ~ ~ 0 •••••••••••••••••••••••

Taper, lighted paper or stioks •.•....••••.•.•...
.Taper, lighted paper or sticks, children with ..
lIiscellaneous and undefined •.. . " .
Unknown source of ignition •.•••...•.••.•.••.••••

To~l fires. in shops andsto~es
, '.

2,736 2,552 3,152

, ....
..
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1. The incidence of refrigerator fires has been decreasing steadily for
several years; it is known to be larg~ aseociatedwith,food shops,and is
probab13 not, a ,major source of' fire in department stores. ,Newer types of
refrigerator appear to be less hazardous than older models and in time this
is like13 :to disappear as a major cause of fire in shops in general.

, ' '

2. Smoking materials are believed to cause a large number of fires eaah
year and, as the Table shows, accounted for twenty per cent of the fires in
shops and stores in 1959. It is clear from this that a sigilifieant'reduc­
tion in the number of fires in these occupancies could be achieved by
hanni ng smoking in all shops and stores.

3. It is surprising to find 1;ha t children playing with matches is returned
as a comparativel3 frequent cause of fires and apart from general education
and supervision it is difficult to envisage aqy effeotive preventive action
that can be taKen. "

4. '"Electrical apparatus" oovers a wide range of equipment and no individual
item is responsible for a major propor.tion of these fires.

5. nWire and ooblen is used to denote all the permanent wiring installations
in shops up to and including outlet sockets, switches 'and ceiling roses.,'

6. (The burning of rubbish'is obviouslJ a'que~tion of "good house-keeping"
and something that the shop owners and managers could prevent. The provision
of properJ,y construoted incinerators, where possible, might do much to prevent
fires from' this cause. '

RESULTS OF SPECIAL SllRVEI ON FIRES m DEPARTMENT STORES

"For a .perd.od of 'one year' the' Organization has been receiving reportE!' from
a m~er of' department stores and chain stores on fires occurring in their
premises whether these warranted the a ttendanoe of a Local Authority Fire,
Brigade or not. A llUIIIIII8.rY of the results to date is given in Table III. "

Although 'the numbers of fires reported is smal.l there is agreement 1n
aome respects with the pattern of causes shown in Table II; in particular' the
proportion of fires attributed to smoking materials is high, approximateJ,y
sixteen per' cent, although the number of fires attributed to ,children playing
with matches is negligible.

From time to time the Organization 'has reoeived reports from individual
firms which keep a comprehensive reoord of the fires occurring in their
premises. In general the numbers of fires reported have been small and no
olear pattern has emerged although nsmoking materials" again appears as a
major identifiable cause. One firm in particular appears to have had contin­
uous 'difficulty with fluorescent light fittings which are said to have caused
18 ~f the 94 fires recorded in a period of approximate13 14 years.

CONCLUSION

On the basis of the information at present available on fires in shops
and stores it would appear that the most immediate13 profitable remedial
aotion would be:-

,

1.

2.

To ban smoking. Some department and chain stores,
alrea~ request customers 'to refrain from smoking,

'but the main benefit would be gained from a general
ban applicable to all shops. The question of legisla­
tion arises in this connexaen,

Correct installation, maintenance and guardiitg of
eleotrical apparatus. Inspection and testing of
apparatus and wiring.

Insistence of adequate provision for the safe disposal
of rubbish.
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TABLE III

FIRES m DEPAR~T STORES A1ID CHAm sxass 1960 . '-

+­
I

.
In buildings . Not in buildings

SUpposed cause of fire ~otlU f·ires
Attended by Notattended by ~otlU in Attended by 1101; attended by TotlU not
Fire Brigade Fir.e Brigade buildings Fire Brigade li'ire Brigade in building

Ashes, soot ............................... 2 1 3 - - - ,
3

Eleotric oooker ........................... 1 - 1 - - - 1
motor ................... 3 - 3 - - - 3
refrigerator ........ - 1 1 - - - 1
wire and cable, lead

to apparatus - 1 1 - - - 1......
other appara tus •••.• 9 1+ 13 - - - 13

Fish fryer - all fuels ........ - 1 1 - - - 1
Gas (coal) burner, jet, ring . 2 1 3 - - - 3

cooker ·............. - 2 2 - - - 2
Malioious ignition •••..•••••• 1 - 1 3 - 3 1+
Matches, ohildren with •..•••• - 1 1 - - - 1
Oil blow lamp .................. .- 1 1 - - - 1
~aoetylene cutting apparatus 2 1 3 - - - 3
Rubbish burning ............... - - - 2 2 1+ 1+
Slow combustion stove igniting

1 - 1 - - - 1other materials ·............. .
Smoking materials ·............ 1+ 6 10 1 - 1 11
Miscellaneous and undefined .. 1+ 1 5 - - - 5
Unknown ......................... 7 2 9 1 - 1 10

\ 36 23 59 7
._-

2 9 68~otal.
..

Souroe:- A survey into fires oocurring at the premises of certain retail traders·

.. .
co, ....

.... ! ~.•••




