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Strengthening fire safety laws for residential high-rise
buildings
April 21, 2014 - Front Section

Without warning tragedy erupted in East Harlem. A residential gas line explosion leveled two
buildings on Park Ave. at 116th St., killing eight and injuring more than sixty persons. A large fire
followed the explosion.

On March 12, a fire occurred at 315 Seventh Ave. Gloria Hillman was found unresponsive by FDNY
in her apartment containing the fire.

Despite that the fire was contained to Hillman's apartment, heavy smoke filled the stairs of the
22-story building. The cause of the fire is still under investigation.

Many will remember on January 5 of this year another deadly fire occurred at the Strand
Condominium on W. 43rd St. In this terrible fire Daniel McClung tried to escape the building to
evacuate down the buildings fire stairs, which ended up compromised by smoke, McClung was
overwhelmed and could not escape the stair passageway.

Tragically deaths in high-rise residential buildings is thematic. In 1998 four persons died trying to
escape a fire that started in a 19-floor apartment of family of the actor Macaulay Culkin. Four people
died and 22 others were injured as smoke flooded the stairs and hallways.

How many fire tragedies need to occur before N.Y.C. improves building safety and fire safety laws
for residential high-rise buildings? We must strengthen fire safety laws to protect people living in
residential high-rise buildings.

The good news is that there are new safety laws to help. On December 30, Michael Bloomberg
signed into law Int. 1056A, a sweeping overhaul that improved N.Y.C. fire, building, engineering,
electrical, plumbing, HVAC codes to match 2009 International Code Council Codes. But, Int. 1056A
only requires brand new high-rise buildings to comply with new life safety provisions. There are over
15,500 high-rise residential properties left unprotected under current building and fire safety laws.
Under more stringent commercial high-rise buildings safety rules office properties require sprinkler
systems, fire safety plans, fire safety directors, mass communication systems and glow-in-the dark
markings to help potential victims find their way safely to exits. Commercial office buildings
occupants are well protected.

Yet the tragedies discussed above all occurred in residential properties, not office buildings. Today's
laws leave residential high-rise occupancies wholly unprotected when compared to high-rise office
workers.

It should now be obvious that explosions and fires occur without warning and are non-discriminatory
events. They can occur in any building, at any time, under any accidental or intentional
circumstances.

We all need equal protection. Shouldn't all people in N.Y.C. have the same safety benefit in any / all
high-rise structures? If a person must evacuate a building it should not be just the high-rise office



workers that can get out safely. It is also important to point out that the majority of fire tragedies that
kill people often occur in the most economically challenged neighborhoods of the city. N.Y.C. history
will show that blazes hit hardest in the poorest neighborhoods of Bronx, Brooklyn, Harlem and
Queens. But fires don't discriminate.
Property owners and managers are advised to reexamine their buildings safety measures. The
relatively low cost to install non-electric photoluminescent low-location pathway markings is proven
method to help control the response to a blackout, fire or smoke emergency and possibly help
prevent loss of life.
Evan Lipstein is the president and owner of Hyline Safety Company, New York, N.Y.
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