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How HMO landlords can save lives and money?
I am a private residential landlord letting mainly houses in multi occupation (HMO’s).

I became active in promoting fire sprinklers after joining the Home stamp committee on fire safety for HMO’s. Home stamp is a consortium consisting mainly of West Midlands Local Authorities, emergency services and landlords who are working to improve standards in the private rented sector.  The committee produced ‘A Guide to Fire Protection in Multi Occupied Property’ (A Guide) (see www.Homestamp.com for a copy) with which I disagreed. 

My research leads me to the conclusion that the protection promoted by ‘A Guide’: passive fire protection, which includes fire doors, smoke detectors, emergency lighting did not do the job and are an expensive waste of money. Also they change the character of the property. Fire sprinklers do the job and are cheaper to install and less damaging to the property. I do not understand why we HMO landlords are forced to fit more expensive and an inferior product especially when it is alleged by our regulators that there is a substantial risk to life. 

The majority of deaths in HMO’s are in the room where the fire started, what is known as the room of origin. The story is sadly too often the same. The victim’s death is due to their own carelessness. A typical scenario is that the victim is drunk and falls a sleep while smoking. Death is in the room where the fire started. Passive protection is not designed to protect the occupant of the room where the fire begins. Only to stop or contain the spread of fire and it appears the smoke alarm system does not always alert the occupant in such circumstances. The reality is that the minority of deaths are caused by spread of fire. The Cowell Report* which the National Landlords Association published in 2004 to try and rebut the view made by the Entec Report* that HMO’s were significantly greater fire risk by analysing all the deaths through fire in the London area between 1996 and 2003. When you look at the deaths listed by Cowell, in protected and unprotected HMO’s there is little difference. Strangely, the only example the Entec Report gives of fire deaths is of 2 children who tragically died in their bedroom whilst playing with matches. The property had fire precautions but failed to save the children. The Fire Officer in his report on the incident said that fire sprinklers may have saved their lives.

Sprinklers for most applications cost far less than passive fire protection and provide such effective fire protection that I submit no other protection is needed. In the United Kingdom no one has ever been killed as a result of fire in a building protected by a correctly installed and maintained fire sprinkler system. A sprinkler system detects acting like a heat detector in a fire alarm system, activating a fire alarm to give the occupiers warning of the fire and much more importantly, contains or extinguishes a fire. This enables the occupants of the building to safely evacuate. In addition, when a monitored link is installed, it is likely that the fire service will attend much quicker, as they will be alerted automatically by any fire sprinkler system activation. The fire brigade, as part of the service they provide, will switch off the sprinkler system and mop up the surplus water for you and ensure a key holder is alerted.  

Fire sprinklers have been around for over 100 years and extensively used in the USA. The city of Scottsdale in Arizona USA back in the 1970’s required all properties to have fire sprinklers installed. There has not been a death through fire in Scottsdale since then. 

It will be useful to dispel some of the myths surrounding fire sprinklers. The first is that all the sprinklers in the house activates at the same time. Secondly, more damage is caused by water from the fire sprinkler activating than would have been caused by the fire. This is completely wrong and is brought about by a misunderstanding as to how sprinklers work. Only the fire sprinkler where the fire is will activate and emit sufficient water to contain or extinguish the fire before it gets too large. At the same time as the sprinkler activates it will operate an alarm and if connected, trigger an auto dialler to call for help. Usually, someone will attend to the premises, switch off the sprinklers, well before any significant water damage is caused. Most if not all of the water would be absorbed by the carpet. If you compare this to the damage caused by a fire once it gets a hold and the amount of water emitted by a fire fighters hose, the damage is very minor indeed.

Secondly, fire sprinklers will be a subject to vandalism. There is little evidence that in practice this happens. Modern sprinklers are concealed, unless you knew what to look for, you would not know they were installed. Unlike the older sprinklers which protruded with a coloured glass bulb showing. Trouble makers are unlikely to notice modern fire sprinklers. Fire sprinklers are extensively fitted in the USA and have been around for over 100 years with little evidence of vandalism. There is more likelihood of someone deliberately leaving a tap running than maliciously activating a sprinkler, after all if they did, they would be soaked themselves.

Thirdly, there is the view that fire sprinklers are no use because they do not detect smouldering fires so a person could die through inhaling toxic smoke. Theoretically possible, but as no one has ever died in a fully sprinklered property it is only a remote risk well outweighed by the benefits. Also there is nothing to stop the fitting of smoke detectors with fire sprinklers if this was a concern.  

Fourthly, insurers will refuse to insure a property with sprinklers fitted or will charge more. The opposite is true, a leading insurer of landlords that I approached on this matter is discussing giving a discount for fitting fire sprinklers. Most insurers recognise that as sprinklers reduce the amount of damage caused by fire by up to 80% that they are something to be encouraged. 

Fifthly, fire sprinklers will not work if there is a water supply cut. Like a lot of objections they superficially appear to hold weight but on reflection do not stand up. Nothing in life is certain, except death and taxes. Considered what is the probability of a water supply failure and a fire happening at the same time and is this risk worth guarding against. The same argument applies to passive fire protection. It is designed to slow a fires progress to allow the fire service to arrive. They would not be able to do very much without water, what a fire engine can carry, would not go very far.

Unless you have any other objections which I would like to know about so please contact me and let me know about your objections. Finally, the complaint that sprinklers are expensive to install and maintain and they require large water tanks. Like everything you can pay a lot or a little and the same goes for fire sprinklers. The standard view is that sprinklers cost the same as fitted carpets. I find that it costs me well under half the cost to fit fire sprinklers as it does to retro fit passive fire protection. As for maintenance, the design life of a fire sprinkler is 50 years, yes 50 years! Only a house as far as I know has a longer design life. There is very little to check or to go wrong with a fire sprinkler providing they were properly installed in the first place. A fire sprinkler needs to be regularly checked but it should not cost you that much. As for water tanks, where there is very low mains water pressure, tanks and pumps may be required but they do not cost that much and they can be put almost anywhere, cellars being a favourite. 

Having failed to change the views of the committee producing ‘A Guide’ I continued to promote the benefits of fire sprinklers to what I thought were mainly deaf ears. However, recently something is happening, when I go to meetings with Local Authorities officers they are now talking about fire sprinklers in a positive way and other HMO landlords who previously were ignorant of or prejudice against fire sprinklers are also beginning to show an interest. Most of this is because of the implementation of the Housing Act 2004 has increased the enforcement of fire protection standards to a wider range of HMO’s than was the case previously. The Housing Act 2004 has been estimated to apply to 150,000 HMO’s many of which previously fell outside the definition of an HMO. 

There are two things that are holding back more interest in fire sprinklers.   Firstly, no fire authority has been prepared to give a decent trade off or relaxation/dispensation on passive fire standards in exchange for the fitting of fire sprinklers.  Most of the current dispensations jack up sprinkler standards and give very little relaxation in exchange. It is, therefore, not surprising that few landlords will bother to install fire sprinklers unless required to do so, when there is no money to be saved and Local Authorities are happy to accept passive fire protection by itself. 

Secondly, I believe that when the Housing Act is fully understood it could give landlords the power to challenge the Local Authorities interpretation of the legislation, see Statutory Instrument. The Management of Houses in Multiple Occupation (England) Regulations 2006 No 373 Schedule 3 paragraph 5 (www.opsi.gov.uk) ‘Appropriate fire precaution facilities and equipment must be provided…’. I would argue that passive fire protection was inappropriate as it so often compromised e.g. fire doors wedged open, and  does not save the occupier of the room where the fire started which is where most deaths occur in an HMO.  While a fire sprinkler will save the occupier(s) of the room, there has never been a death by fire in HMO which has a fully fitted sprinkler system.
A landlord can now apply to the Residential Property Tribunal which provides an independent review of decisions made by Local Authorities. Hopefully, the Residential Property Tribunal will not be bound by, ‘This is the way we have always done it’ approach and be convinced by the overwhelming case for fire sprinklers and the major limitation of passive fire protection and decide that fire sprinklers are by themselves appropriate fire protection. 

To retro fit passive fire protection costs a landlord for a typical HMO between £4,000 - £7,000.  A fire sprinkler system is much cheaper and is far better, so a fire sprinkler system would be the preferred choice.  What should also not be under estimated is the major contribution fire sprinklers have to protecting the landlord’s asset i.e. the house. Research from America shows that sprinklers reduce the damage by fire by up to 80%. This means a property will sustain less damage in the event of a fire and so be far more quickly back up and running with far less rent loss. Figures show that a small business which has had a major fire is very unlikely to continue in business. Once landlords realise the cost savings to be made and the other benefits of fire sprinklers they will be clamouring to fit fire sprinklers. 

Unless landlord’s house high risk tenants, for example, arsonists, the mentally ill, the seriously anti social etc, or operates a very big HMO housing a large number of people, I do not believe they should have to fit fire protection as the risk is not that great. What I am talking about is an ordinary size property which is been used as shared accommodation and could just as easily be let to a family. The risk of death through fire in an ordinary dwelling is one death in 180,000 dwellings and the risk is reducing. From a statistically point of view this is considered to be no risk. When you consider there are only 300 deaths per year through fire in residential properties compared to 50,000 deaths through cold, you begin to wonder whether Local Authorities have got their priorities all wrong. Even in high risk HMO’s i.e. three storey and higher, the Entec Report says the risk of death through fire is up to five times higher i.e. 35,000 to one which is again, not that high a risk as risks go.

The risk of fire in HMO’s is also suspect as it does not take into account the tenants themselves as the Cowell Report argued. It is not the property that is the problem, it is the tenants. It is a bit like the argument that as most people die in bed you should ban beds.  

However, the Housing Act 2004 will probably be interpreted as to require us to fit some kind of fire protection and if it does then it should be what works. The fact is that fire sprinklers not only save lives but are less damaging to the property to install. They can be fitted in such a way as to be nearly invisible and they are fraction of the cost of installing and maintaining passive protection. Most fatal fires in HMO’s are caused by the negligence of the tenant and it is not the fault of the property/landlord. If you housed careless or disturbed people in Buckingham Palace they would burn the place down. Until this point is realised little progress is going to be made. 

Landlords should not resist what is right just because it is new. We have for too long been considered the exploiters and the providers of unsafe housing. We now have the opportunity of gaining the moral high ground and out classing the regulators by calling for fire sprinklers in HMO’s instead of passive fire protection. We have lost the battle to convince government that HMO’s are not unsafe, the NLA produced the Cowell Report which proved that HMO’s are not of significantly greater risk than the average house and that passive fire protection was of very little benefit. The Housing Act 2004 is here along with the requirements for fire protection in HMO’s and we are going to have to live with it.
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Jim Haliburton is a private sector landlord and is active in landlord issues. He has written books for landlords and runs a course on how to become a HMO landlord. He has sponsored the making of a film in DVD format on the benefits of fire sprinklers called ‘Eliminate Death by Fire’. Anyone who is interested in knowing more or promoting fire sprinklers is welcome to a copy FOC. Please email:  jim@HMODaddy.com
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