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SUMMARY

An analysis has been made of fires whioh occurred in blocks of flats
of three or more storeys in London during 1962.

Fire incidence in the high flats was significantly greater than that in
dwellings generally in the U.K., but if fires due to hot ashes in rubbish
chutes are ignored then fire incidence is significantly less than that for
all dwellings. The lergest single cause of fire was the disposal of hot
waste material down the dust chutes of the flats,

There was no evidenoe of serious problems 4t fires in tall flats where
casualties, means of rescue or escape and means of fire fighting were
concerned.
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Introducticon

There is interest in the incidence of fire in buildings of three or more
storeys used as dwellings, since recent developments in housing have tended
towards the congtruction of multi-storey dwellings. This paper reviews
reports of fires during 41962 in such buildings in London, with special

-reference to casualties, rescues, escapes by emergency means, and fire

fighting methods. I was felt that the study should be more detailed than
those previously made 1)(2), therefore reports of all fires in 1962 in dwellings
having three or more storeys and built since 1946 in London were studied.

Fire incidence

The Arochitects Department of the London County Council have supplied
details of the number of flats of thres or more storeys in height constructed

- since 1946. Table 4 shows fire incidence rates for three classes grouped

according to numbers of storeys; the groups being related to the types of
fire brigade ladders which opuld be used for rescue purposes.

Table 1 - Inoidence rates

3-5 storeys| 6-8 storeya 9 or more |No, of
high high storeys high | floors{ All
(wheeled- (turntable |(a2bove ladder} not | flats
escape) ladder) height) atated
No. of flats at risk 80551, 23635 15747 nil |119933
No. of fires 184 L7 L6 3 280
No. of fires (excluding 105 27 25 - 1_57i
those in dust chutes) J .
Incidence rate per 40000
flats at risk per anmm| - 22.8 19.9 29.2 n/a 23.3
Inoidence rate per 40000
flats at risk per anmm
(excluding dust chute
fires) 13.0 114 15.9 n/e | 13.1

The moat"freqpent single cause of fires was hot refuse in rubbish chutes (see

Table 2) but these are largely nulsance fires which appear to give rise to
little danger. Allowmnce has been made for this in Table 1 and incidence
rates have been caloulated for the remaining fires, When the dust chute
fires are excluded there is little differsnce betweefi the incidence rates in
the three groups of buildings. o "



During 1962(3) there were 32510 fires in dwellings in the United Kingdom
and it is estimated there were 46.8 million dwellings at risk, TFor the United
Kingdom, therefore, there is an incidence rate of 19.:4 fires per 10000 dwellings
at risk per annum, -

Statistical tests show that the overall fire incidence rate in the lLondon
post war flats with three or more storeys is significantly greater than that of
other dwellings in the United Kingdom. TWhen the fires due to hot ashes in dust
chutes are excluded, however, the fire inoidence rate is significantly lesa in
these flats than the other dwellings. .

Causes of fire

Causes of fire in these tall flats are shown in Table 2 and are compared .
with the corresponding causes for all dwellings in the United Kingdom for 1962.
Causes of fires in dwellings in general whioch have not been observed in high
flats have been giouped together under the heading “other krown causes" so that
this table 1g not strioctly comparable with those published in the anmal
statistios(33. ’

Table 2 - Causes of fires

London post-waxr | United Kingdom
Causes of Pire flats All dwellings
No. % Na. .
Ashos, soot | 123 43.9 616 2.0
Malioious ignition 1 0.4 178 0.5
Matches children with 1 3.9 750 2.3
Smoking materials 25 8.9 2778 8.5
Elesotric: cookers 21 7.5 3002 9.2
fires,; heaters, radistors 7 2,5 1246 3.8
wire & cable (fixed installation) 9 3.2 1910 5.9
radio or television 8 2.9 800 2.5
blanket 10 3.6 141k 4.3
refrigerator ! 0.4 90 0.3
other appliances 3 1.4 6hi 2.0
Gas cocker 27 ' 9.6 1856 5.7
other appliances 3 1.1 221 0.7
Solid fuel: chimney, flue 1 0.4 Li62 13.7
011 : heater 16 5.7 2690 8.3
Unapecified fuel : cooker 5 1.8 402 1.2
Misocallaneous 7 2.5 340 1.0
Other known causes - C - 7530 23.2
280 32510

As already mentioned fires caused by "ashes and soot" make up almost one half
of the fires in the post war tall flats compared with only 2 per cent of similar
fires in all dwellinga, and ‘these ocourred in the dust chutes, or rubbish
containers. There was only one fire caused by a so0lid fuel appliance in the
blocks of post war flats although this is a frequant cause of fires in other
dwellings., This is not unexpected, since the open fire has been largely
discarded for heating modern flats. The "hat ashes" reported in rubbish chutes
and containers may be largely discarded amoking materials.
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The next two largest single causes of fire in the poat war flats were gas
cookers and smoking materials each accounting for approximately 9 per cent of
the total. The proportion of fires due to smoking materials in the post war
flats agrees closely with that for all dwellings but the propartion for gas
cookers ig rather higher than that in all dwellings.

Almost one qusrter of the firesin all dwellings arcse from causes that
did not occur in the flats, : .

To see what changes are taking plage in the pattern,the causes of fire in
1962 oan be oompared with those of 1960?3). Fires due to hot ashes formed the
lergest single group in each of the years and the pumber of these has almost
doubled. The pattern of the other frequencies in 1962 differed but slightly
from that of 1960,

Casualties, escapes and rescues

There were only four casualties in the inoidents reported none of which
was fatal, : . :

During 1962(5) casualties occurred in 6.7 per cent of incidents attended
by Fire Brigades in all dwellings, the casualty rate in the post war flats thus
compares favourably with that for all dwellinga,. Principal detsils of the four
incidents involving casualties are set out in table 3; none of these could be
attributed to the fact that it occurred in a multi-storey building.

Table 3 - Casuaslties

Floor | Age and .
of | sex of Cause of fire gnj:21§:d D toge
erigin | viotim ua :
2 L8 male | 0il heater flared up, burns to face :Hall and
: . contents
3 34 male | Leaking gas from defective gas shook 25% of
: cooker ignited by heat of the fractured kitchen
stove. patella contents
. & |81 male {Occupier fell esleep whilst burns to 10% of
smoking and cigerette ignited hands and roem and
the easy chair in which he wma face contents
seated.
2 |70 Pemmld Gas matoh being used to light burns to | Clothing
gas cooker ignited clethin on arms and only
1 person. ' hands

The only person rescued was the man injured in the first incident listed who
wa3 carried down an ordinary ladder by a neighbour. There was no necessity
for general evaocuation of the premises in any of the fires reported.



Use of room where fire ocourred.
The frequency of fires acoording to room is shewn in table 4.

Table L - ﬁse of room

No. of fires | Per ocent
Bedroom 15 5.4
Living room 6 2.1
Kitchen 63 22,5
Passage, landing cr stairway 8 2.9
1ift and assoclated equipment L 1.4
Drying room, wash house 1 0.k
Store room, pram store L 1.4
Rubbish chute or container 130, 46.4
Other room (specified) 5 1.8
Undefined room Ll 15.7
280

The pattern in which the fregquencies ocourred in the various rooms followed
closely that of 1960,

Fire damage

In table 5 details are given of damage and spread of fire in inocidents st
tall {lats, :

Table 5 - Damage and fire spread

T Per cent
Fire damnge Number of total

Confined to room of origin

Confined to material ignited first 201 71.8
Involved other objecta but less then 25% of _
total in room L3 17.5
Involved other objects but betwesn 25-50% of
totel in room 1L 5.0
Involved more than 50% of scontents of room 12 L.3
Total ' 276 1 98.6
L
J
Spread beyond reom of origin 4 1.4

Total number of fires . _ 280

In 201 (72 per ocent) inocidents the fire waa oonfined to the materlel first
ignited, and more than half of these involved only rubbish, and in only 4
incidents (2'3 per nent) did the fire spread beyond the room of origin.

During 4962\3) approximately 12 per or.ut of the fires in all dwellings attended
by United Kingdom fire brigades apresd beyond the room of origian, It would
appesr that the record in the post wnr London flats has been better than that
of dwellings in general,

-k -



Hethods of extinction

An anslysis is shown in Teble 6 of methads of extinction used both with
and without the assistance of fire brigades; where the occupier tackled the
fire but extinction was mada by the flra brigade the methed used by the
brigade-is shown, o

Table 6 - Mothods of extinotion

| Extinguished | Extinguisheaf Tock1ed by Total
Method of extinction before by °°°2P1°ri ; f ota
arrival of brigade e; lgi; sde
brigade J gace
Burned ocut L ' 7 - - 1
Removal ‘ 1 11 4 26
Smothering 6 1 - 7
Sand, earth ete. 1 - - 1
Water from buckets 32 5 3 L0
Water from stirrup or
hand pumps - - 1 1
Chemical extinguishers 2 10 6 18
Hose reel jet (using water
in tank only) - 154 20 174
Hose reel jet (using more _
water than that in tank) - 2 1 3
Jets from pumps and hydrantq - 2 1 3
59 185 36 280

No diffioculties in extinguishing the fires were reported. The most
frequently used extinction method was that of hose reel jet (using water in
tank only) at 174 incidents.

Conclusions

On the present information there is no evidence to, show that outbreaks
of fire in post war flats of three or more storeys preb Ant a high life hszard
or difficulties in fire fighting.

When all fires are oom.\id.ered. there is a aignificant difference between
incidence rates for the flats and all dwellings, in the favour of the latter.
If however allowance is made for fires caused by ashes, the largest single
cause, then fire incldence rates show a significant difference in favour of
the post war flats, Provided that the dust chutes are made of fire-
resistant materisls and doors serving the chutes are kept closed, the
disposal of hot waste material should not present a serious hazard to the
occupants of these flats. ¢

Fires caused by solid fUBl burning space heating appliances were notably
absent in the post war flats and it is possible that this is the main
contribution to the differennafin fire incidence between these flats and
dwellings generally

There was no evidence to show that the oasualties- in fires were
attributable in any way to their being in tall bulldings, It was not
possible to draw firm conclusions regarding meanas of rescue or escape from

these flats as only one person was involved, Fire fighting did not present
any diffioulties peculiar to tall buildings.
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Generally the pattern of the outbresks of fire during 1962 in the London
post war flats with. three or more storeys was slmllar to that indlcated in
previous studies.‘ o BT S

Acknowledgements are due to t he Architects Department of the London County
Council for providing details of the numbers of flats built since the war in
their area.
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