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The Effectiveness of a Sprinkler System

Sprinklers systems for fire suppression systems have been around since the 1800’s.  These systems were a series of perforated pipes that were supplied with barrels of water.  Some needed human interaction to activate water flow while others operated mechanically with ropes and pulleys.  The first automatic sprinkler system was invented in 1872.  From 1976 to 1982 the United States Fire Administration conducted testing on the effectiveness of sprinkler systems installed in residential dwellings.  Test after test and for a little over 200 years sprinkler systems have proven to be an effective way to suppress a fire early before it causes catastrophic damage to property and death. The effectiveness of a sprinkler system is about 95% and most failures of sprinkler systems can be attributed to human error.  The reasons that sprinklers are not mandatory in single-family homes are out of the scope of this document, but the arguments have been the same for centuries. 

Sometimes the only way to understand something is to see it with your won eyes.  On February 22 the St. John’s Fire District teamed up with the South Carolina Fire and Life Safety Educators (SCFALSE) to do just that, show the effectiveness of sprinklers up close and personal. SCFALSE and St. John’s Fire District personnel constructed two 8’ x 8’ burn rooms.  The burn rooms were furnished with nearly identical items supplied by Habitat for Humanity.  One burn room was equipped with a single sprinkler head. The other had none at all.  The room fires were initiated with a single match in a small trash can filled with newspaper.  The conditions in the room without the sprinkler head became unlivable within a few minutes.  The room with the sprinkler extinguished the fire within 15 seconds.

With a positive track record for more than 200 years and considerable testing I wonder why there are more homeowners in the United States that have lawn sprinklers systems to protect their lawns but nothing to protect their families.
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Non-sprinkled, less than 1 minute from ignition               Non-sprinkled, less than 5 minutes from ignition      
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Sprinkler, just a few seconds after ignition
                    Sprinkler, 15 seconds after ignition
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         End results – No sprinkler



      End results – sprinkler

For more information on residential sprinklers visit www.firesprinklerinitiative.org.

Visit www.stjfd.org for information on our Citizen SAFE program.
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