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Innovation Awards

     In 2005, the Richmond Department of Fire and Emergency Services created the “Safety Stick” to provide Richmond residents using alternative heating sources with a visual reminder to practice Home Heating Safety.  The “Safety Stick” is a large plastic walking stick in bright fluorescent colors (they are available in green, orange, yellow, pink and blue) with fire safety messages on two sides and a 36 inch scale on the third side.  The fourth side was required to be blank because of production requirements. The “Safety Stick” helps residents ensure that there are no flammable materials within 36 inches of their wood burning stoves or portable heaters as recommended by the National Fire Protection Association. The “Safety Stick” is also a great way for residents to test their home smoke detectors without needing a ladder. The “Safety Stick” is offered as a free gift to City of Richmond residents. Because of the “Safety Stick’s” bright fluorescent colors and multiple uses, they were instantly in demand with city residents. 
Historical Background

     The Richmond Department of Fire and Emergency Services was established on October 25, 1858. With 23 fire companies from 20 fire stations the Department provides fire suppression, water rescue, technical rescue, hazardous materials abatement, emergency medical first responder, fire prevention, fire education and fire investigation to the City of Richmond, Virginia. The City’s 62.5 square miles are home to over 197,000 residents. During the workday the city’s population swells to over 400,000 as large numbers of suburbanites commute to work in the myraid governmental, educational and private industry positions within the City.
     In December 2004, two city residents died in separate incidents a week apart as the result of the improper use of alternative heating sources. A 70 year old female resident was also critically injured using a kerosene heater less than two weeks later. In addition to these three fires there were a number of other significant residential fires caused by non-traditional heating sources as residents on fixed incomes attempted to stay warm. The primary cause of these fires was dangerous proximity of the heating source to combustible materials and/or human error in the operation of the unit.

     During the winter months home heating is consistently the leading cause of residential fires nationwide. Alternative heating sources such as portable kerosene and electric heaters, propane heaters, and wood and coal stoves cause only twenty-six percent of home heating fires, but are responsible for seventy-three percent of the deaths according to the National Fire Protection Association. 

     In 2005, Katrina and a number of other hurricanes caused significant damage to the Gulf region. Before the storms had died down the news media began to report that significant increases in natural gas and oil prices could be expected for the winter. The Richmond Fire Department immediately recognized that the dramatic increases in heating costs would force additional residents to utilize these high rise heating sources to stay warm. This had the serious potential to dramatically increase the number of residential fires and fire fatalities within our community.

Innovation’s Importance

      Fire Chief Robert A. Creecy recognizing the possible rise in residential fire and fire fatalities created the “Safety Stick” to address alternative home heating safety issues before the first reported residential fire. The campaign was designed to educate residents about the dangers of non-traditional heating sources as well as provide them with a visual reminder to keep combustible materials away from the heating units.

     The goal of the “Safety Stick” was to encourage residents using wood burning stoves and portable heaters to do so carefully. Because so many local residents utilize these heaters for economic reasons, the Richmond Fire Department knew we could not eliminate these sources of heat. Instead, our goal was to focus attention on the serious dangers associated with using them improperly.

     The “Safety Stick” was an undisputed success. During the winter of 2005/2006 the Richmond Fire Department responded to only one significant residential fire caused by an alternative heating source. This fire took place in a condemned residential property that was being illegally occupied without utilities. The Department also responded to only one commercial fire caused by an alternative heating unit. There were no civilian injuries or deaths caused by non-traditional heating sources, and only one minor firefighter injury. The “Safety Stick” Campaign’s success also played a crucial role in the City of Richmond having zero fire deaths in 2005, a feat that had not been accomplished in at least 15 years.

     We believe the Home Heating Safety Campaign was successful for two significant reasons. One, residents seeing the colorful yardstick called our Department and requested their own “Safety Stick”. Firefighters visiting residents to give them their “Safety Stick” took the time to identify fire safety issues in the resident’s home. They also checked to make sure the resident’s smoke detectors were working properly. Firefighters carried smoke detector batteries and free smoke detectors on their trucks during these home visits. When a non-working smoke detector was found the batteries were changed, if that did not fix the problem firefighters immediately installed a new free smoke detector. 

     Two, we conducted an aggressive marketing campaign to educate the public about the dangers of wood burning stoves and portable heaters utilizing the “Safety Stick.” We provided local television reporters with a colorful “Safety Stick” of their choice, and it became common to see local reporters talking about home heating safety while holding a “Safety Stick”. Every local television station aired at least one television report about the dangers of non-traditional heating sources, and most aired several stories. The local daily newspaper discussed the campaign, and a local community weekly invited the Fire Chief to write a full page story on the program. We also passed out “Safety Sticks” to local DJ’s, and spent time talking about home heating safety on several morning shows. The biggest customer impact however, came when our local utilities asked permission to include an article about the campaign in the utility flyer included with customer bills. We of course said yes, and 80,000 city customers and 40,000 additional regional customers received information about the “Safety Stick” and the dangers of alternative heating sources.

“Safety Stick” Facts

     Fire Chief Creecy came up with “Safety Stick” idea while at a fire trade show. In the exhibit hall one the vendors was passing out plastic yardsticks with their company logo. Recognizing that 36” is the space recommended by the National Fire Protection Association to keep portable heaters from combustible material, he felt that this yardstick could be used to catch the public’s attention about the dangers of wood burning stoves and portable heaters.

     We considered a number of different promotional items, but many of them were things that the average resident would throw away or hide in some lost corner of their home never to be seen again. We felt that because of the “Safety Stick’s” bright color and its multifunctional use residents would store it someplace where it was easily accessible, and every time it was used it would reinforce the fire safety message.
     The program was created with an air of urgency and dread. With two fire fatalities in 2004 from alternative heating sources, and expected significant increases in home heating fuel costs from the hurricane devastation in the Gulf region, we knew that fires and fatalities would increase dramatically. Upon becoming Chief in July of 2005 he immediately had the Department look into ordering the plastic yardstick, with fire safety messages. The Richmond Fire Department spent $3,000 on the initial purchase of 1000 “Safety Sticks” to get the first order in to the manufacturer and start the program before winter approached. A second batch of 1000 sticks were purchased with funds donated from F.I.R.E. (Friends in Residential Emergencies), and 300 more were donated to the Department from a local fuel storage facility. 

     The plastic yardsticks were purchased from a local promotional company and were distributed to fire companies throughout the City of Richmond. We began to market the program to encourage residents to get their own “Safety Stick”. In addition to extensive media coverage about the campaign we had our city’s print shop print several hundred posters that were distributed by fire companies to locations selling alternative heating units, fuels or supplies. Most businesses were more than happy to display the signs in their store windows, and Lowe’s invited their local fire company to setup a display and pass out brochures on home heating safety.  

     The risks associated with this program were minimal. There is always concern that a campaign will not be well received, but in this case we were already receiving requests for “Safety Sticks” before the first order arrived. 

     The main benefactors of this program have been the citizens of the City of Richmond. In 2005, no one died in a residential fire in the city, the first time the city has had zero fire deaths in at least fifteen years. The “Safety Stick” played an important part in this achievement. There were also no civilians injured in fires from alternative heating sources, and only one minor firefighter injury. Only one residential property and one commercial property were seriously damaged from portable heaters, this at a time when neighboring jurisdictions were experiencing two and three fires a week from alternative heating sources. The City of Richmond continues to have reduced levels of alternative heating source fires today, even as several other communities recently experience multi-fatality fires from alternative heating units. 

     The Richmond Fire Department has offered the “Safety Stick” program to any fire department that is interested, and several localities around the country are currently passing out their own “Safety Sticks”. The “Safety Sticks” have also been given to fire service leaders from South America and Korea. We have encouraged fire departments passing out “Safety Sticks” to get their local media involved. Because the “Safety Stick” is unique, the local media is often easily encouraged to show a “Safety Stick” and talk about the dangers of alternative heating sources and home heating safety.

     The “Safety Stick” program cost the City of Richmond $3,000, but the return on our investment was huge. The Richmond Fire Department received thousands of dollars in free advertising and publicity on home heating safety. We cemented our positive reputation with the local community, a reputation that has the fire department constantly ranked as the most effective city department. We also saved lives, reduced injuries, and protected the personal property of our citizens. We are extremely proud of our homegrown program, and believe this program successfully shows how an innovative, cost effective program can make a significant difference to a local community.
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