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BACKGROUND
In 2009, the Washington State Building Code Council (SBCC) passed an amendment to the International
Residential Code (IRC) making each local city or county responsible for approval of fire sprinklers within their
jurisdiction. The vote meant that there would be no statewide sprinkler mandate, and since July 1, 2010, a local
option has been in effect whereby local governments can decide whether or not to mandate fire sprinklers in
single‐family homes. Local governments no longer need to seek approval from the SBCC before implementing a
sprinkler mandate, as was the case prior to this vote. Today, six Washington cities have a sprinkler ordinance,
including Bonney Lake, DuPont, Kenmore, Olympia, Redmond and Tukwila.
More recently, sprinkler proponents advocated for an amendment to the 2015 IRC that would have required all
newly constructed townhomes to include an automatic fire sprinkler system, regardless of height or area. On
Nov. 13, 2015, the SBCC voted to deny the amendment, reaffirming their opposition to a statewide mandate.
They later affirmed this position with a second vote1 on this question when proponents, led by the Washington
State Fire Marshals, requested reconsideration of the decision.
Another recent development is the passage of legislation by the 2016 Washington State Legislature, SB 6284, to
prevent water‐sewer districts from prohibiting multipurpose fire sprinkler systems in single‐family homes and
townhomes.2 With this change, water purveyors will no longer be allowed to require that sprinkler systems be
installed on their own meter, thereby addressing one of the cost burdens associated with sprinkler installation.

POSITION
The Master Builders Association of King and Snohomish Counties (MBA) has long opposed mandatory fire
sprinklers in single‐family homes. Our association strongly supports the safety of the entire community. We do
not, however, support mandating fire sprinklers in single‐family homes due to the high cost of installing these
systems and other implementation issues.
Given the many challenges our region faces in providing an adequate supply of affordable housing, we’re
concerned that adding the cost of sprinklers to new homes will have immediate, negative impacts on the cost of
housing (affordability) and homeownership (attainability). Owning a home is the most valuable asset many
people will have. We believe consumers should have the choice as to whether or not to install sprinklers and
assume the cost, as well as the responsibility for maintaining these systems. Price escalation due to regulatory
mandates negatively impacts the ability of many to afford to own a home now and in the future. We are very
concerned about the significant impact on housing affordability.
Furthermore, newer homes are built to a series of building codes explicitly designed to make homes safer, with
specificity on fire safety. In light of modern building techniques, materials and other advances in technology, we
believe that requiring smoke alarms (including efforts to retrofit older structures), and educating the public on
the importance of keeping these alarms working, offers the most cost‐effective protection from fire‐related
deaths. In fact, of all the fire safety tools available today, installing and maintaining smoke alarms is the most
practical and proven way to reduce home fatalities in the U.S. Smoke alarms save lives.
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According to a 2015 National Fire Protection Agency (NFPA) study, a review of reported fires derived from the
National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS) and the NFPA’s fire department survey show that from 2009‐
2013, fires in homes with no smoke alarms caused an average of 38% of home fire deaths per year, and an
additional 21% of home fire deaths occurred in fires in which smoke alarms were present but failed to operate.
The report further states:
The death rate per 100 reported fires was more than twice as high in homes with no or no working smoke
alarms (1.18 deaths per 100 fires) as it was in fires with working smoke alarms (0.53 deaths per 100
fires).3

Ensuring that every home in the United States had at least one working smoke alarm would save hundreds of
lives every year. This measure would benefit everyone – not just those who can afford a new home with fire
sprinklers.

Cost of Sprinklers Unpredictable
Fire sprinkler supporters argue that the cost to install sprinklers is not substantial, averaging $1.35 per sprinklered
square foot4. We believe residential fire sprinklers are a significant expense, and that they can be much higher
when you factor in all related costs.
Installation costs will vary depending on the architecture of the house, local requirements, permit fees and other
factors. Based on our own research, the total cost for sprinklers could be more than $10,000 per home in some
cases. While legislation recently adopted by the 2016 Legislature would address one specific barrier to sprinkler
implementation related to water meters, the MBA’s underlying concerns about cost remain.
Adding the cost of sprinklers to a home will have immediate, immeasurable impacts on the cost of housing
(affordability) and homeownership (attainability). Homebuilders cannot financially bear the increased cost to
build a house if it cannot be passed on to homebuyers in the form of increased home prices.
Three examples of actual sprinkler installation costs in the Puget Sound region serve to illustrate just how
expensive they are:
 City of Redmond: One builder was quoted $5,200 for an automatic fire sprinkler system in a 3,106‐
square‐foot home in the city of Redmond. (The home also has a 908‐square‐foot garage that has
sprinklers installed). The quote, prepared in February 2014, was for a flow‐through sprinkler system,
meaning it uses the same meter as the domestic water supply. Factoring in the sales tax of
approximately $500, plus a $550 permit fee and $125 cost for tenting insulation over sprinkler pipes in
the attic, the total cost was closer to $6,375 per home.5
 City of Kenmore: Another example illustrating the cost of fire sprinklers is for a 3,600‐square‐foot
single‐family home in the city of Kenmore. The builder of this project received a bid in October 2015 for
$6,562. Factoring in the additional fees associated with the sprinkler system, the total cost is on the
order of $7,577. This particular project is located within the Northshore Utility District, which allows
flow‐through sprinkler systems. The bid does not include design fees for the system.6
 City of Kirkland: In September 2015, a builder was invoiced $10,700 to install fire sprinklers in a new
4,100‐square foot single‐family home located in the city of Kirkland (Northshore Utility District). This
was a flow‐through system. The builder was charged $8,650 for a second, 3,000‐square‐foot home in
the same project. In addition to this expense, the builder incurred added hard costs associated with
upsizing the water meter (typically from ¾ meter to 1” meter) and the water line (from 1” to 1 ½”).
Though harder to quantify, it is important to note the soft costs associated with the fire sprinkler
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permit7, including the increased timeline needed to obtain the permit and undergo the necessary
inspections and testing that are performed at “rough in” and final inspection. Homes with sprinklers
can take longer to build as a result of the additional permit and testing, which adds to the overall cost
of building the home. In this example, the builder estimates this process added a month to the
timeline, resulting in several thousand dollars in added carrying costs.8
This additional cost prices out many would‐be home buyers – and doesn’t even include the additional cost of
regular maintenance to keep the sprinklers operating effectively.

Maintenance Issues Present Challenge
In order to function properly, residential sprinkler systems require ongoing monthly and yearly consumer
maintenance. Maintaining a residential fire sprinkler system is not the same as maintaining a smoke alarm
system. The fire sprinkler valves must be checked periodically to verify the system is activated. Sprinkler heads
must be checked to make sure they are clear of obstacles. Homeowners must be careful not to block them or
paint over them.
Mandating sprinklers on homeowners adds ongoing maintenance costs, creating a financial burden that goes
beyond the initial installation costs of these systems. We do not believe it is realistic to impose this maintenance
regime on homebuyers. Rather, consumers should have the choice as to whether or not to install sprinklers and
assume the necessary maintenance.

Residential Fire Sprinklers Aren’t Designed to Save Property
In some cases, fire sprinklers increase property loss because of the significant water damage they can cause. If
the occupants are away or in a different part of the house – or if they accidentally discharge – the amount of
water released can be considerable.

Fire Safety Has Improved Dramatically Without Sprinkler Requirement
We believe strongly that fire safety can be effectively provided without mandating costly fire sprinkler systems.
New homes are safer today than ever before because of safety‐focused building codes, new building techniques
and advances in technology. Statistics show that fire safety continues to improve dramatically without the
requirement of residential fire sprinklers.
According to the NFPA, Washington’s 2006‐2010 average fire death rate (6.7 per million population) was the
ninth lowest in the U.S. In fact, the long‐term trend in fire death rates per million population has been sloping
substantially downward in nearly every state since 1980.
Again according to the NFPA, nationally, fire deaths dropped 52% between 1980 and 2011, from 5,200 to 2,520
per year. This downward trend is even more impressive given the significant growth in both population and
housing stock our nation continues to see. The reason for the decline in fire deaths is the result of technological
advances in heating and electrical systems, fire‐resistant building materials, new building techniques (fire
stopping, fire blocking and draft‐stopping) and, most importantly, hardwired smoke alarm systems, which are
required in code.
As stated above, smoke alarm systems are proven to be very effective in reducing fire deaths. Analysis by the
U.S. Fire Administration found that between 2001 and 2004, less than 4% of residential fire fatalities occurred in
homes with working smoke alarm systems. At the same time, data from the NFPA suggests that sprinklers were
irrelevant in the sharp reduction of fire incidents, injuries and deaths that occurred since the late 1970s.
According to the 2009 report U.S. Experience with Sprinklers, the number of fires reported in one‐ and two‐family
dwellings equipped with sprinklers was 0.2% in 1980 and 1.2% in 2006. In fact, sprinkler usage in one‐ and two‐
family home fires is so low that the most recent report of U.S. Experience with Sprinklers (2012) does not provide
separate estimates for fires in one‐ and two‐family sprinkler‐equipped dwellings but rather combines them with
the fire incidents in sprinkler‐equipped apartments. Still, in 2006‐2010 sprinklers were present in only 6% of home
fires.
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BARRIERS TO IMPLEMENTATION MUST BE ADDRESSED FIRST
In light of the local option on fire sprinklers, we recognize some jurisdictions may wish to weigh the merits of this
issue. As such, we are strongly urging those cities and counties, before even discussing the idea of mandating
sprinklers in single‐family homes, to consider and address all of the barriers to fire sprinklers, as identified by the
SBCC’s Fire Sprinkler Technical Advisory Group (TAG).
In early 2008, at the request of the Washington State Legislature, the SBCC created the Fire Sprinkler TAG to
explore the broad ramifications that surround the installation of residential fire sprinklers statewide. In
November 2008, the SBCC approved their report, “Voluntary Private Residential Fire Sprinkler Systems”9 and
forwarded it to the Legislature as the guiding document on why Washington State doesn’t require sprinklers in
all homes. Members of the Fire Sprinkler TAG included a comprehensive representation of all industries affected,
including builders, fire safety, insurance, water, cities and counties from a general perspective.
The report identifies seven barriers and makes the case that until these issues are resolved, residential fire
sprinkler systems (RFSS) in single‐family homes are problematic. While two of these barriers – pertaining to water
meters and shut‐off issues – have since been addressed by the Washington State Legislature10, we believe the
remaining barriers are still valid today and continue to be a significant concern, they being:
Lack of Preferred Design and Installation Details and Guidelines – There is a lack of consistent criteria for
installing fire sprinklers that would assist builders, installers, fire personnel, water purveyors and homeowners.
Cost and Cost Recovery of a Voluntary RFSS Installation – The cost of installing residential fire sprinklers can
vary widely, and homeowners often have limited ability to recover these costs, both of which act as barriers to
homeowners.
Costs for Permit and Inspection – Installation of fire sprinklers require plan review and inspections, both of which
add costs.
Water Use Efficiency Rule Credit for Use of Larger Meters – It is recommended that the state Department of
Health provide an incremental credit to water purveyors for unaccounted for water, due to the inaccuracy of
larger water meters at low flow.
Lack of Education – There is an apparent lack of awareness among homeowners about the life‐safety benefits of
sprinkler systems versus alarm systems, differences between new and existing single‐family homes, and other
key facts that could help the public make better‐informed decisions about whether or not to voluntarily install
sprinklers in their homes.
A great deal of time and effort went into drafting this document, and we believe it raises key questions that
continue to be very relevant to this discussion. The remaining five barriers included in the report should be
addressed by any jurisdiction considering mandatory sprinklers or seeking to promote voluntary installation of
these systems.

MBA CONTACTS
For more information, please visit www.masterbuildersinfo.com or contact our government affairs
representative for your jurisdiction at 425.451.7920.
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