Hidden, Or Overlooked Fire and Health Safety Dangers 

A fire can strike in anyplace, at anytime, even when the most detailed and organized safety precautions and preparations have taken place, and most people generally take basic steps in assuring their homes and workplaces are safe from fire and threats to life and health.

However, many hidden dangers exist that, with a little awareness and education, can further reduce the chances that a fire or accident will occur.  Some of these dangers, when we’re made aware of them, will cause us to say to ourselves, “I knew that!”  Then again, others will generate serious concerns about the overall safety about where we live and work.

Electricity is a common cause of structure fires due to the misuse of extension cords, outlets and appliances.  Although thin, cheap extension cords are legal and approved by Underwriters’ Laboratories, the fire service cannot urge you enough to avoid using them.  They simply do not have the durability to withstand the abuse that people put them through by stepping on them, rolling furniture over them and overloading them, causing their breakdown which leads to short-circuits and fires.  We do not encourage the permanent use of extension cords in your home (it is outlawed in the business district), but if you must use them, please purchase heavy duty cords with a single female end (only one plug can be connected into it).  If you need extra portable outlets, only use power strips with built-in circuit breakers and heavy-duty cords, and avoid using cheap, plastic multi-plug adapters that connect directly into the outlet.

The natural gas and electrical appliances we use in our homes and workplaces often have features that offer timesaving conveniences and/or a more comfortable environment.  Some of the most dangerous appliances with regard to fire and health risks are the following:

· Space Heaters.  Designed to provide comfort, these are a cause of about 22,000 fires a year, nationally.  For your protection, keep them at least three feet away from combustible materials, do not leave them running unattended and don’t use them as clothes dryers.  Prior to leaving the room or going to sleep, don’t just turn it off, but unplug it.

· Furnaces.  There is a tendency for combustible materials to accumulate near furnaces, so please keep a minimum clearance of three feet.  Your furnace should be serviced no longer than once every two years with the filters being cleaned or replaced more frequently.  PG&E offers free inspections of your furnace and other gas consuming appliances, which concentrate on checking for carbon monoxide leaks and operating efficiency.

· Clothes Dryers.  Please clean your lint filter prior to each use of your dryer.  Over 15,000 fires are attributed to clothes dryers, and dirty lint filters are the most common cause.  Do not leave the dryer running if you are not home, vent the dryer to the outdoors, and do not put synthetic fabrics, plastic, rubber or foam into the dryer. 

· Plug-in Air Fresheners or Room Deodorizers.  These are fairly new on the market, but are quickly making an impact as a fire hazard.  Plug-in air fresheners, due to a petroleum substance that is found in the unit have started several structure fires around the country.  Hopefully, people will become more aware of the risks and avoid using them.

· Automatic Coffee Makers With Timers.  For some reason this type of appliance has a tendency to ignite, even when not in use, due to some type of electrical malfunction.  Even though it is inconvenient to do so, we recommend that you unplug the unit, along with all of your other portable appliances, when they are not being used.   


You may be saying to yourself that extension cords, adapters and appliances are not really hidden dangers, and you are right.  With that in mind, their dangers and presence are quite often overlooked due in some part to lack of awareness and education, which makes them hidden to some degree.

A truly hidden danger in any building is the interior wiring, or electrical distribution, which supplies power to the panels, outlets, switches and fixtures that allow our lights and appliances to operate.  Of the more than 41,000 yearly fires that are the result of electrical distribution, the majority, around 35%, is caused from problems with fixed wiring.  Signs of possible interior wiring problems can be easily detected, and include: 

· Wall switches or outlets feel warm to the touch.

· Lights flicker.

· Frequent use of multiple outlet power strips or extension cords

· Frequent blowing of fuses, or circuit breakers that often flip.

We recommend you contact a licensed electrical contractor if you have any concerns regarding the age or condition of your interior wiring, or you are observing the above signs.

As has become evident, we all have the potential to experience a fire in our home or workplace, even if we take every possible precaution.  The main precaution regardless of any other variables is to make sure we all have functioning smoke detectors, and a sound fire escape plan.  Your fire department is available to assist you with developing this plan, and to point out any hazards in your home that you may not be aware of through a home fire inspection, all free of charge.  Call the fire department at 620-2030 if you would like to take advantage of these services.  

In the meantime, just a reminder for you to turn your clocks forward one hour on April 3, which is also a reminder to inspect your smoke detectors and change their batteries.

Please log on to carmelfiredepartment.com and click “Public Safety” for more general and seasonal safety information.  

