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The challenge that prompted the local government to develop the program

“3,237 men, women and children dead…”

“14,762 people injured…”

“117 firefighters killed while on duty…”

You did not see or hear these facts in national headlines last year, but these figures represent a very real threat to our communities and nation. Fires kill more Americans than all natural disasters combined. The truly disturbing reality is that these deaths and injuries occurred where most feel safest, our homes. 

The threat of fire is not a recent development. Fire has existed as long as man has possessed the knowledge to obtain it. But yet in the year 2005, fire is still a major problem in residential structures. One of the difficulties in controlling fire in residential properties is the lack of concern for it from a personal viewpoint. It is assumed that a fire always happens to the other guy. 
Unfortunately, an incident usually requires a large loss of life or property to attract media attention. Serious incidents ignite the cries of friends, communities and political figures to make right what is wrong. To prevent such tragedies from reoccurring, bills are introduced requiring structures to be sprinklered, fire alarms installed and inspected more frequently.  The deaths occurring in residential fires have little or no response from the public other than from a few close family members and neighbors. As these figures indicate, this is not a new issue and the problem is not being corrected in any measurable form. 

It is the duty of the fire service to develop, implement, and promote any means that can prevent the loss of life and/or property for our citizens. The mission statement for the Village of Pinehurst Fire Department commits itself to the delivery of outstanding fire protection services by caring professionals in a courteous, safe, and timely manner. To address the residential fire problem within our community, the department teamed with Habitat for Humanity to promote the installation of residential fire sprinkler systems in single-family homes.

Program implementation and costs

The Village of Pinehurst Fire Department’s Habitat for Humanity Sprinkler project began in 1996 when Fire Chief Glenn O’Ferrell and President Emeritus of Schirmer Engineering Corporation, Chet Schirmer, combined their individual talents to find a way to install sprinkler systems in Habitat Homes.

Habitat homes are a logical first step in the promotion of home fire sprinkler systems. Habitat for Humanity builds more single-family homes across the United States than any other entity. The families that move into Habitat homes generally come from a segment of the population more prone to having a fire. This fire risk is due in part to larger numbers of occupants in the home, younger and/or older people in the home, and a greater use of auxiliary heating appliances. They are our at-risk population and deserve as high a level of protection as can be provided.

The sprinkler project combines donated materials from Victaulic Company of America, The Reliable Automatic Sprinkler Company, Tyco Fire Products and The Viking Corporation, volunteer labor for installation by firefighters, system designs by volunteer engineers. The maintenance of the sprinkler system is addressed through a mandatory class delivered by fire department personnel to the future homeowners. With everything donated, this is a win-win for Habitat and their homeowners because, not only are the homes provided with superior fire protection, the cost of the plumbing for the home decreases with a shared piping system with the cold water delivery system.

Tangible results of the program
As of the date of this nomination the VOP Fire Department has been involved in 135 installations in numerous counties in North Carolina. 


With the success of the sprinkler project, the VOP Fire Department was awarded a 2002 FEMA Assistance to Firefighter Grant under Fire Prevention to promote their residential project. With the grant’s assistance, the department was able to provide tools, training and educational materials for nine counties in North Carolina. As part of the grant, the department designed and built a mobile residential sprinkler trailer to educate others on the benefits of sprinklers. Using live fire during the demonstration, the trailer shows how a sprinkler head activates. Not only has it been very helpful in educating new homeowners, it also has been helpful in promoting fire sprinklers to contractors, government agencies/officials and the public. 


To add additional value to the success of the program, as of the date of this writing, two Habitat homes have had sprinkler activations in a fire event that prevented harm to the occupants and saved the structure. The first activation occurred in April 2004, in Pinebluff, NC. A family of four was in the process of preparing supper.  A wok filled with cooking oil was placed on the stove to preheat and was forgotten. A single sprinkler head extinguished the ensuing fire. A call to 911 brought the fire department to the scene where the system was shut down and the water was evacuated from the residence. The homeowners were able to spend the night in the structure with the only damage occurring to the range hood, which had to be replaced. Due to the quick activation of the sprinkler, no smoke or heat damage occurred and the kitchen did not even require painting.


The second activation occurred in Greensboro, NC during July 2005. In this case, the home was a two-story structure with a family of nine residing in the unit. Once again, a forgotten cooking incident caused the activation of a single sprinkler, with the same results as in the first incident described. Given these two activations that have saved numerous lives as well as valuable property, the program should be considered a vital success.
Lessons learned during planning, implementation, and analysis of the program


The obstacles encountered with the planning and implementation of the Habitat for Humanity Residential Sprinkler Program was fairly predictable from the Habitat affiliates, plumbing subcontractors and local authorities having jurisdiction. Each entity had questions as to cost to their organization, availability of materials, integration with existing utilities, and compliance with State and Local building codes. Each issue was addressed to everyone’s satisfaction. 

The very nature of the Habitat for Humanity process is bringing “families and communities in need together with volunteers and resources to build decent, affordable housing” (Habitat for Humanity International). The community team of fire department, contractor and Habitat affiliates results in a comprehensive effort in providing fire protection to at-risk populations.

The Village of Pinehurst Fire Department’s Habitat for Humanity Sprinkler project is a proven systematic concept to install home fire sprinklers in single-family homes built by Habitat. The project is innovative because it empowers local fire department personnel through very specific instruction on:

· the importance of home fire sprinklers;

· how to install and maintain the systems;

· how to get involved with their Habitat affiliates;

· how to obtain materials at a donated or reduced cost;

· how to enlist local experts in the related construction trades to assist; and

· educating the new homeowners on fire prevention and the operation of their home fire sprinkler system.

Through this project we are not only providing superior fire protection systems to the homeowner, but we are also protecting our firefighters. From the 1973 American Burning to the most recent 2003 United States Fire Administration’s National Residential Fire Sprinkler Initiative, we have all known the most effective fire loss prevention and reduction measure to both life and property is the installation of fire sprinklers.


The home fire sprinkler project has proven to be a successful alliance between Habitat for Humanity and the Fire Service. Habitat for Humanity International has recognized the value of Home Fire Sprinklers and has endorsed this technology for all member affiliates to adopt into their building construction. The project has also received recognition from the National Fire Protection Association as to our commitment to this life saving technology. In 2004, The International Association of Fire Chiefs presented the Village of Pinehurst Fire Department the International Award of Excellence. This award recognizes innovation and achievement in managing resources to reduce the loss of life and property and fires and other emergencies. We are continually looking for new avenues to promote our project and look forward to many more homes being protected with Home Fire Sprinkler systems.
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