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“The serious losses in life and property resulting annually from fires cause me deep concern.  I am sure that such unnecessary waste can be reduced.  The substantial progress made in the science of fire prevention and fire protection in this country during the past forty years convinces me that the means are available for limiting this unnecessary destruction.”  While this statement appears to be an accurate depiction of our country’s current fire problem, interestingly enough, this statement was made 59 years ago, and was a part of President Harry S. Truman’s address to the 1947 President’s Conference on Fire Prevention.
The report and all of the recommendations of the 1947 Fire Prevention Conference are posted on the United States Fire Administration (USFA) website at http://www.usfa.fema.gov/about/47report.shtm .  In their description of the 1947 conference, USFA's website states "some 2,000 of the Nation's leaders in business, industry, government, military, higher education, and the fire service gathered together, at the Federal government's expense, in Washington, DC in May 1947. Today, if such could be undertaken again, the attendees names would read like a list of Who's Who in America with regard to those who are "shakers and movers" in our society - heads of major institutions, like the Fortune 500 types, leaders from both the public and private sector, etc."
The reason for the direct involvement from the highest level of government and the industry to address the fire problem in this country almost six decades ago was the tragic fire losses that the country was experiencing in that era.  Some of the more high profile cases included, the 1942 fire at the Coconut Grove in Boston (492 dead);  the 1943 Gulf Motel Fire in Houston (54 dead); the 1946 LaSalle Hotel fire in Chicago (61 dead); the 1944 Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey circus fire in Hartford (167 dead); and the 1946 Winecoff Hotel fire in Atlanta (119 dead).
Amongst the many prominent speakers at the 1947 conference was Mr. Walter A. Taylor, Director of the Department of Education and Research of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) who presented a position paper prepared by James R. Edmunds, Jr., President of the AIA (who was not able to attend the conference).  Mr. Taylor stated:
“Since the inception of this campaign, our organization has urged the broadest scope and interpretation and an emphasis upon safety for human life as the ultimate criterion of codes and actions.  Everyone is of course concerned, at least indirectly, about human casualties and loss of life due to fires. However, it would seem that many codes and proposed standards have been framed primarily to preserve buildings and their contents, rather than human lives. The architect shares fully the concern of the owners, the technicians, and economists over the stupendous financial losses due to fires.  But the architects, among the technicians and design professions, in his approach to any problem, usually gives greater weight to the direct effect upon human beings…
This is obvious, and it is therefore also obvious that the importance and potential success of this campaign lies in the participation of many large and influential groups outside the architectural and engineering professions, whose interests are solely humanitarian and civic.  Government agencies which are guiding and setting standards for various types of buildings can do a great deal to improve fire safety by strengthening and emphasizing their requirements.

The officers, directors, and staff of the American Institute of Architects pledge their best efforts to the continuing support of the President’s campaign. Individual architects, as citizens and in their professional practice, may be relied upon to use their skill and persuasion in the interest of fire safety; but in many large and important public and semipublic buildings we shall be powerless unless by united effort of all who are here represented, public opinion is aroused to a demand for clarification, enactment, and enforcement of codes which are ready and available in the form of standards and recommendations, awaiting your moral support and legal implementation. “
I focused extensively on the AIA’s position from sixty years ago to prove that historically AIA clearly believed in “safety for human life as the ultimate criterion of codes and actions“.  And to achieve that end AIA strongly supported and depended on the “government agencies which are guiding and setting standards for various types of buildings can do a great deal to improve fire safety by strengthening and emphasizing their requirements.“
But, I believe that, unfortunately, passage of six decades may have eroded that stance.  A quick glance at many code proposals processing through the different code development arenas in modern day America supports this claim.  AIA representatives’ opposition to some of the fire and life safety proposals submitted by the building and fire officials depict the vast differences and their departure from their 1947 stance.  While their philosophical opposition to the implementation of the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) World Trade Center recommendations for example is the most notable case, it is certainly not limited to those particular code proposals, and similar level of resistance is also noticeable for many other fire and life safety code proposals for many other occupancies.
The architects today oppose strengthening the fire and life safety code proposals and take a philosophical stance under the cloak of increased "Cost".  But, in reality, their own design fees are dependent on the construction cost (around 10% of the total construction cost), thus any increase in the construction cost would only translate to more revenue for them.  So what is their real motive then?  Some might say aesthetics, but I believe that it might be a tad deeper than that.

I think the architects’ real motive for opposition to the regulatory design restrictions, is their strong belief in their artistic creativity and their "Design Freedom".  They believe that as professionals with the highest qualifications, they must have the "Design Freedom" to design any/all possible ways they deem appropriate.  Simply put, they don't want their hands tied and being told by the building and fire officials how to design their projects.  Deep down, I believe all they want is their "Design Freedom".

One must know the opponents and their strategies well, if the desired outcome is success, be it in chess, or war.  Once we understand their true motives, then we can develop strategies for success.  While the architects are currently taking their stance behind "Cost", their real motive, if indeed it is "Design Freedom", is not necessarily in complete opposition to ours after all.  And even then, we have ways to reach the desired end.  To do that though, we need first to tear down their "Cost" façade and get to the gist of their opposition and truly understand their points of views.  

I personally believe that if "Design Freedom" is their real motive, then if we use "Time" as our core philosophy, we can counter them rather easily.  Why?  Because if indeed "Design Freedom" is their real motive, it is only dear to their own heart, and not the public's.  To “Joe Public” an architect’s artistic creativity is not of significant importance and high priority.  “Joe Public” cares first about his/her own safety, and then maybe the cost associated with that; but “pretty” is not necessarily their cup of tea. 

That is the precise reason for the architects using “Cost” as a better façade instead.  After all, as a philosophy "Cost" is much more potent, because it has more resonance with the general public.  But then, “Joe Public” could also easily understand and accept the "Time" concept and philosophy.  Ask any "Joe Public" do you believe that the buildings must be designed strong enough to give you "Time" to get out alive in case of an emergency?  And I believe the answer would be unanimously positive.  As a matter of fact, the "Time" philosophy, I believe has much more resonance with the public than "Cost".  Because "Joe Public" doesn't want to be a victim of a tragedy, because he did not have enough "Time" to evacuate, just because the owner’s and architect’s driving criteria for the design of the building was "Cost".

That is why I believe once we tear down the “Cost” façade, if indeed "Design Freedom" is the architects’ motive, we can have a lot easier task to address their concerns, and may even be able to win their support.  Yes indeed, win their support.  Because if "Design Freedom" is truly what they want, then they can have their cake and eat it too; as long as they meet our criteria of "Time".

What do I mean?  Let's look at an example.  When we tell the architects to construct an additional stair shaft all the way to the top of the high-rise, they feel that we have limited their "Design Freedom".  But, why are we suggesting an additional stair in the first place?  To provide for better egress and evacuation "Time", in addition to reducing the counter flow problem.  But, if we give the architects a well defined "Time" criteria, and tell them that they can have their "Design Freedom" and use any/all designs they want, as long as they can safely evacuate the building in that prescribed "Time" (for example one hour, even with the counter flow), then they can happily go at work to come up with a design to meet our criteria.  How they do it, is not as important as doing it within the prescribed "Time", and as long as it is proven to be safe and effective.

The architects can be as creative as they want.  They can have their "Design Freedom" and "think outside the box" as much as they want.  They can come up with any/all possible futuristic alternatives deemed appropriate.  Get "Scotty to beam the occupants up", give all occupants a parachute each to sail down, use a dump chute designed to slide them down, give each occupant an inflatable overall so that they can puff up like a ball and jump down the building (as long as they don't end up like humpty dumpty), etc.   Let them have their creative juices flowing and have fun at their design charettes.  Do you know what I believe is going to happen at the end?  Unless they can come up with something quite brilliant, because of the limitations in our current technologies, they are going to end up with the same additional stairs concept at the end.  But, then that would be their own proposal, coming directly from them, so they would not be resisting and blaming us for our regulatory design restrictions.

Besides, the owners don't care much about the architects’ futuristic design charettes.  The owners' bottom line is "Cost" and not necessarily "Design Freedom".  And after all, if the owners deem these "performance based design" approaches to be driving the "Cost" up and rather impractical, and also if they are taking too much "Time" to obtain the Building Official's approval, then the owners would pull the plug in a blink of an eye, and direct the architects to go with the conventional approach with the proven track record, and they will put in the additional stair.  Don't forget that construction interest rates are rather high and the "Cost" could mount up, and the owners don't have the luxury of "Time" for their projects to be stuck in the Building Department’s approval process.  See, after all is said and done "Time" is money and is directly converted to "Cost", so we can reach win/win solutions after all.
Don't get me wrong, the intent of this approach is not to make the architects chase their own tail and we are not giving them the run around.  If they do indeed come up with a good solid design, then we should definitely accept it.  But due to the limitations in current technology, I don't believe they would end up too far from what we had in mind with our requirements in the first place. Also it must be mentioned that we do sincerely care about the “Cost” of the project also, but not as the sole criteria.  As public servants, our prime criterion is rather simple, safety of the occupants and the responding firefighters.  And I believe that “Time” as our governing philosophy could best serve our objectives, be it in response, building evacuation or fire suppression. 
If indeed "Design Freedom" is the architects' main motive; and if we can successfully address their concerns and disarm them philosophically; then the other involved building design professionals would also be disarmed.  Why?  Because, the design professionals’ involvement in the overall building construction process is directly related and dependent on the architects’.  Thus, once the architects are philosophically disarmed, then so would be the case for the other design professionals.  Especially considering that the design professionals’ fees are also directly dependent on the overall cost of the construction.  Therefore, they won’t have much to lose, since they would not be adversely harmed by the increase in the construction "Cost" either.  And more importantly, they also enjoy and cherish their "Design Freedom", just as the architects do.

No, I am not necessarily promoting extensive use of “performance based designs” concept.  All I am saying is that if our opponents are coming at us with a very powerful philosophy such as “Cost”, then we should also be “loaded for bear”, and have even a stronger philosophical stance such as “Time” to support our claims.  With this philosophical approach, in our proposals we don’t tell them how little, or how much they must spend on their design, so “Cost” would not be our prime concern.  All we tell them is to meet our “Time” criteria, such as building resistance to collapse, burn out, evacuation, instant communication, etc.  The architects and their design professionals could then design to meet our “Time” criteria.  And if they can do that with a design with a minimal “Cost” impact, then even better.   

Deep down, I believe that "Cost" is not the main philosophy and battle cry for either the architects or the other design professionals.  Because, if today, the national construction codes uniformly require higher standards of fire and life safety in the buildings, then all of the design professionals would be obligated to comply with those requirements.  "Cost" is not a direct concern for them.  Not only do they not have a dog in this race, they also would benefit from the increased "Cost" in the form of additional professional fees.   Unless of course, they truly believed that the market would be so adversely impacted and paralyzed that the reduction of work load could drastically impacts their fiscal viability.  And this particular point would be exactly where they would be making their counterattacks.
They will correctly claim that if we incorporate all of our fire and life safety regulations into the body of the construction codes, then the construction "Cost" will go up.  But then, they conclude that if the construction "Cost" goes up, it will have a dire adverse impact on the market, and that would translate to a national slow down in the construction.  But, does anyone seriously believe that this could really happen?  Does anyone believe that construction would come to a screeching halt all across our country, just because of our more stringent fire and life safety requirements in the construction codes?  I don't believe so.
In our local adoption of these national codes, if we implement the base construction codes regionally rather than nationally, then we could experience an impact on that particular region comparing to the others.  But if they are uniformly applied throughout the country, then no.  If the requirements are in the main body of the IBC, the major construction code adopted throughout our country, then I don't believe that they would have a long term national impact in slowing down construction across America.  Besides, if they are in the base code, then all architects have to comply with those requirements, and one architect could not have an economical advantage over the others, in the form of lowering his/her bid in the proposal stage to the owners.  What I am saying is in the long run "Cost" is not going to have an adverse impact and the construction will still continue.  I guess only "Time" will prove that.

I believe that our philosophy and our message must be simple and effective, to easily reach the public and get their support.  I believe that we must focus on establishing "Time" as our guiding light and our general philosophy.  It is simple, effective and has a great resonance with the public.
It is important to remember that for the many centuries past, and certainly six decades ago back at the time of the 1947 President’s Conference on Fire Prevention, the architects and the other design professionals always practiced their "Design Freedom".  But back then, we did not have strong construction codes, thus we were rather weak in our enforcement.  Therefore, logic dictates that without strong codes and consistent enforcement policies; either "Design Freedom" or the "Cost" philosophy as the sole design criteria will undoubtedly fail us again.  And repeat of similar tragedies as in those in the 1940s would be the direct result.  We should never forget those historical tragic events that were the direct result of weak fire and life safety code regulations, and most importantly, absence of strong code enforcement.
Historically, codes have been strengthened based on the past failures, and many lives were lost to get us up to the levels of safety that we have today.  Although avoiding failures might not be truly and completely possible, prudence dictates taking appropriate measures through strengthening the fire and life safety requirements in our codes, to reduce such adverse impacts.   Regardless though, code proposals for reductions in either the passive or the active fire protection systems for the sake of the other, is putting all eggs in one basket.  And such reductions in the fire and life safety requirements of the codes could only be viewed as stepping back and betrayal of those who lost their lives.
Just like anything else in life where there are many sides to every issue that must be considered; there are multiple facets that must be valued both by the design professionals and the approving authorities, in defining the probable risks and determining the acceptable losses.  For the public officials, it might be difficult both emotionally and politically, to consider any death rate as an “acceptable loss”.  But the realities in the public risk management field, which we all are part of, dictate that there are many variables at play that are well beyond our control, thus we can never totally eliminate risks to human life.   
Application of the “Law of Diminishing Returns” will indicate that with the investment of capital, reduction in risks and death rates would occur.  But then, you will reach a certain point called the “Point of Diminishing Return”, after which continued investment would not result in any further reduction of risk and death rates.  That is the very exact point that all of us, both as approving authorities in the public sector, and the design professionals in the private sector, must be striving for in our building designs.
As public servants and approving authorities, we must be concerned about “Cost” as a very important factor in the economic vitality and development of our communities.  We must also appreciate the creativity and “Design Freedom” that the architects and the design professionals need in designing the buildings.  We must cherish the aesthetics aspects of the projects also, since that is clearly a direct statement of our societal standards and values.  Obviously, as Americans, the soviet era, concrete cubical building blocks architecture, which is reflective of the “iron curtain” societal values, is not what we have in mind, or want to see in our cities.  The concept of “Design Freedom” in our architecture is truly reflective of our society’s freedom, dear to all our hearts.  But, then on the other hand, the architects and the design professionals must fully embrace public safety as their most important design criterion just as was indicated in the AIA’s 1947 stance.
I believe that in reality, there is a delicate balance between artistic creativity and safety features; between “Cost” and “Time”; thus the “Point of Diminishing Return”, is an important concept that we must keep in mind.  As approving authorities and design professional alike, we must recognize and continually evaluate that balance.  And with the changing environments and risks, we must then adjust that balance to best protect our public.  The events of September 11, 2001, for example, have changed the risk and the acceptable loss levels in our society.  Thus, we need to adjust and focus more on the safety requirements for the high-rise buildings and adjust our construction codes accordingly.  And that is the responsibility of all of us, both the approving authorities and the design professionals, to reach for that balance in our codes.
In all sincerity, the intent of this article was not to critique the architects or the other design professionals.  The main intent of this article was to stimulate a constructive dialogue between the design community and the public safety officials, which could generate a better understanding of each others’ philosophies; with the goal of bringing us closer together, to work hand in hand and striving for a safer community.  It is time that we focus more on our common core values, and our professional obligation to fulfill the commitment so eloquently outlined by the AIA back in 1947, “safety for human life as the ultimate criterion of codes and actions“.
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