By John Nicholson

When you go out, blow out

Candle safety is the focus of this year’s Fire Prevention Week

USED SAFELY, CANDLES can fill our homes with fragrance and create a calming and welcoming mood. It’s easy to forget that candles are open flames. If safety precautions aren’t followed or if a candle flame is exposed to something that can burn, the same inviting candles can start a deadly fire.

That’s what happened in a Louisiana family’s home in March 2005. Five adults and 10 children under 18 had just moved into a two-story townhouse apartment and were using tea lights for lighting until the utility turned on their electricity. During the night, a candle sitting on a windowsill ignited bedding in a room on the second floor of the house. One man, carrying a young child, escaped through a second floor window. In a desperate attempt to put the fire out, two family members moved the burning mattress down the stairs and put it on a pile of cardboard boxes while they tried to open the front door. Unfortunately, they had difficulties with the dead-bolt lock, and the burning mattress ignited the boxes, producing so much fire and smoke that escape through the front door became impossible.

The two who had brought the mattress downstairs escaped through a rear kitchen door and left the door open. One of them then went around the building to the front door and kicked the door in. The front of the structure was engulfed in the ensuing burst of flames.

Eleven of the 15 household members died. It was one of the deadliest fires in Louisiana history.
Although unusually deadly, this fire was not an isolated incident. The number of candle fires in the United States has tripled since 1990. In 2002, an estimated 18,000 home fires started by candles were reported to fire departments. These 18,000 fires caused 130 civilian deaths, 1,350 civilian injuries, and an estimated property loss of $333 million. The number of home candle fires stabilized from 2001 to 2002. The year 2002 was the first since 1995 that did not result in a new high.

According to National Candle Association (NCA), 7 out of 10 U.S. households use candles, spending an estimated $2 billion a year on retail candle sales. Roughly, 35 percent of the candle business is seasonal, surrounding the Christmas, Hanukkah, and Kwanzaa holidays.
In the United States, more than 350 commercial, religious, and institutional organizations manufacture candles, and a typical manufacturer offers between 1,000 and 2,000 varieties of candles. The three most commonly purchased are, in descending order, tea lights, votive candles, and container candles.
The NCA also reports that women use candles more often than men, making 96 percent of all candle purchases, and that candle use is more frequent among younger adults than older adults. Forty-two percent of candle users said they most often burned candles in the living room, 18 percent in the kitchen, and 13 percent in the bedroom.
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‘Candle with care’
Given the danger and complexity of the problem, fire departments are joining forces with NFPA during Fire Prevention Week (FPW) 2005, held from October 9 to 15, to raise awareness of home candle fires and the steps people can take to avoid them. The campaign is geared toward all segments of the community and has the simple message of “candle with care.” This year’s theme is “Use Candles with Care-When you go out, blow out!”
“Candles are in use more than ever. Many of us are using candles, and we can all learn the safest way to burn them in a controlled area and not leave them unattended,” says Judy Comoletti, assistant vice-president for Public Education at NFPA.
To raise awareness of the hazards associated with using candles for light, NFPA is working with the National Fuel Funds Network, a 250-member group of nonprofit agencies, utilities, and government representatives that provides utility bill assistance raised as charitable donations, according to Amy Lebeau, public education communications manager for NFPA.
Candles can go hand in hand with poverty, when families that can’t pay their utility bills turn to candles as a source of light. That’s exactly what an immigrant family in northern Kentucky did, says Joe Stambush, chair of the public education committee of the Kentucky Firefighters Association.
“An immigrant family had moved into a manufactured home without heat, power, and plumbing, and was using candles for light,” he says. “One night, a child knocked over the candle, which immediately caught the shower curtain on fire. The child, not wanting to get into trouble, went to bed and hid while the flames roared and consumed everything in just a short time.”
The result? Four fatalities, one serious burn injury, and horrible memories of a tragedy that should have never happened. To help prevent this from happening again, Stambush is adding information about candle fires to his existing fire safety curricula and warning residents about the dangers of candles through newspaper articles and radio spots.
A special NFPA study found that candles were being used for light in one-third of the fatal home candle fires in 1997 and 1998, generally because power to the home had been shut off due to nonpayment or because of a temporary power outage.
NFPA has been on the forefront of urging people to use candles with care for some time. Marty Ahrens, NFPA’s manager of Fire Analysis Services, was the one of the first to document the problem, conducting a statistical analysis after several fire service officials told her about the increasing numbers of candle fires they were seeing in the field. Ahrens is the author of NFPA’s Home Candle Fires statistical report, which details patterns of home candle fires. Specific information about fire causes and circumstances are based on data compiled from local fire departments’ incident reports by the U.S. Fire Administration’s (USFA’s) National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS). National estimates of the size of specific fire problems are obtained by combining NFIRS data with the summary data collected by NFPA’s annual national survey of fire departments’ experience.
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One of the things noted in Ahrens’ report, available at www.nfpa.org, is how important it is to keep candles a safe distance from combustibles. NFPA’s statistics show that “heat source too close to combustibles” was a factor contributing to the ignition in half of the home candle fires between 1999 and 2002.
“It is important to think about what could happen if a candle falls, is bumped, or burns all the way down,” she says. “What’s around it that could catch fire?” Is there anything nearby that could be blown or knocked into the candle?
Sleep was identified as a human factor contributing to 12 percent of the home candle fires and 25 percent of the associated civilian deaths in the same period. Forty percent of all home candle fires started in the bedroom.
Fourteen percent of home candle fires in the period between 1999 and 2002 occurred in December, compared to 8 percent the rest of the year. Christmas Day was the peak day for home candle fires, and 10 percent of the home structure fires that occurred on Christmas were started by candles. Eleven percent of home candle fires in December began with decorations, compared to 3 percent the rest of the year. Using lit candles around greenery can be a recipe for disaster.
Care must also be exercised when placing candles in sconces or near walls in general. According to NFPA statistics, interior wall coverings were the item first ignited in only 6 percent of the home candle fires between 1999 and 2002, but this scenario accounted for 17 percent of the associated fire deaths.
As candle sales and candle fires increased during the 1990s, it became clear that standards were needed that candle manufacturers could use to test or label their products. In 1997, ASTM International (formerly the American Society for Testing and Materials) created ASTM Subcommittee F15.45 to address candle safety issues.
The future of home candle fires?
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In recent years, the Sugar Land, Texas, Fire Department has begun confronting a new candle-related phenomenon: small fires started by candles on religious altars and in prayer rooms. Sugar Land’s Asian population accounts for more than 23 percent of the city’s roughly 70,000 residents, and many members of this community use candles in shrines and prayer rooms as part of their religious practices.
“It’s a growing problem,” said Captain Michael S. McLemore of the Sugar Land Fire Department. “The prayer rooms are becoming more and more popular, but when people leave the room or knock over the candle, combustibles catch, and they end up with a fire.”
His department is now in the process of surveying the city to determine the scope of the problem. But McLemore and his team have already begun to reach out to Sugar Land’s extensive Asian population. How? By visiting religious and cultural centers where people congregate.
“We’re giving them tips on how to use candles safely and just how careful you have to be with candles and even with incense,” he says.
He’s helped in his campaign by information he finds on www.firepreventionweek.org, NFPA’s FPW clearinghouse for safety tips and support materials for fire departments, schools, parents, and children that focus on this year’s home candle fire theme. Because this is the first year NFPA has chosen candle fires as an FPW focus, many of these safety tips and support materials are new. NFPA has also introduced a series of case studies that highlight the problem of home candle fires in nearly every community across the country.
For the fire service, the material available includes statistical information, instructions for implementing a campaign, media materials, and safety tips. For parents, there are safety tips from Sparky the Fire Dog®. And for educators, there are lesson plans, safety activities, and success stories.
NFPA’s Public Education Division has also sent out an informational mailing to select NFPA members, which includes a “how to” booklet that takes fire departments through a systematic process of creating the most effective FPW public education campaign.
“The messages are coupled with the traditional theme of creating and practicing home fire escape routes,” says NFPA’s Lebeau.
NFPA has also selected October 11 to highlight the fire-safety needs of people with disabilities. On that day, NFPA hopes that you’ll reach out to a local organization that works with people with disabilities or highlight some of NFPA’s specific fire-safety tips for people with disabilities.
“We all have to be aware of our abilities when it comes to escaping safely from fire,” says Sharon Gamache, executive director of NFPA’s Center for High Risk Outreach. “Because people with disabilities may require more time or assistance escaping, we need to reflect that in the fire-safety planning we do.”
NFPA has taken the lead in public fire-safety outreach by serving as the official sponsor of Fire Prevention Week for the past 83 years. The annual campaign, which is proclaimed by the President of the United States each year, is observed by North American fire departments to mark the anniversary of the Great Chicago Fire of 1871.

