Hi Mike,
 

Your e-mail below stated that Greg was looking for comments on the latest draft of the Vertical Openings study group draft by May 1st. Unfortunately, I was traveling overseas at the end of April, and I've missed that date. Nevertheless, here are a few comments below, as I hope they can still be useful.
 

It is my opinion that this draft does not accomplish most of the goals that both the study group had discussed early on, and that the CTC had hinted could be some of the objectives of the study group.
 

Although the existing Chapter 7 of the IBC is often stated as being less than simple to apply, it does have the advantage of having evolved not only from the content and format of the three legacy codes, but also having evolved from the previous editions of the IBC (2000, 2003, 2006). As such, there is a huge number of code officials, architects, engineers and other construction-related professionals who can surely use and apply Chapter 7 without too many errors, if any at all. Most professionals tend to get quite proficient at the things that they are responsible for on a regular basis. We need to recognize the professionalism and competence of people who do use the code across the country. If there was a dream to have a much simpler Chapter 7, perhaps one that could be immediately and correctly applied even by a novice user, then this draft does not even come close to achieving that. It is convoluted in its own way, albeit different than the existing Chapter 7. I tried for a short time to create a flowchart of how the draft's code provisions and exceptions might flow together and tie together, and it soon became apparent that such a flowchart would not reveal any simple structure or newly discovered logic. 
 

The study group's largest attempt at simplification seems to have occurred by trying to outright remove fire safety requirements from the IBC as they exist today. This seems like an easy way out with very little merit when attempting simplification. At its extreme, removing all fire safety requirements would make it extremely simple. I did not see any related documents being distributed that would attempt to justify the incremental increases in life safety risks and property protection exposures that result from the simplification-by-elimination approach. Where the existing IBC makes use of good, sound fire safety rules with some mostly well-thought out exceptions, the Study Group draft aims to eliminate the exceptions by eliminating the fire safety provisions themselves.  
 

Another stretch of logic that seems to be used to try to cut down on the number of exceptions is to make the exception into the rule. Thus, for example, whereas the code allowed some exceptions to vertical openings in a floor for stairs between two stories, it is now assumed that the entire square footage of any two stories should and could be completely open to each other for unhindered fire and smoke spread. The code does allow an exception for some 2-story stairs,  which could admittedly allow some smoke to travel vertically, depending on the location of the fire and the path of smoke travel. However, such stairs might take up 2% or less of a building's footprint, as a guess. To then say that the other 98% should now be allowed to serve as a channel for unhindered smoke and fire spread is a substantial increase to the fire risk of occupants in that building, not to mention to the firefighters who would be called for search and rescue in that building, and/or for manual fire suppression efforts. 
 

It should also be pointed out that when an opening exists in a floor to accommodate a stairwell, then no combustibles, other than allowed finish materials (e.g. carpeting) are going to exist in the projected area of that opening, either on the lower floor or upper floor. So the possibility of fire spread via that stair opening is far less than due to other types of openings that might be left unprotected elsewhere on those floors. There are no combustibles to burn in the stairwell directly below the projected area of the floor opening, and there are no combustibles to ignite in the stairwell directly above the projected area of the floor opening. Since the stairs need to be accessible for the movement of people, there are similarly not likely to be any combustibles directly next to the stairwell' else a major obstacle is created. Thus, allowing an unprotected stair opening invokes a logic similar to that which allows a fire-rated door to have a lower fire resistance rating that the wall or floor in which it is installed, since it is recognized that there should normally not be any combustible directly adjacent to the door on either side, or else the normal function of the doorway would be hindered. In contrast to the limited combustibles above or below a stair opening, if a floor joint, for example, in a fire resistance rated floor was to be left unprotected, then there could be combustibles directly below that joint, directly above that joint, or both. The increased risk of fire spread due to the unprotected stair opening and the unprotected linear joint opening are therefore quite different, with the unprotected joint creating the much larger risk increase. 
 

It would seem that the study group could better position itself for success in its intended task by first working on the problems that a consensus of people seem to acknowledged as existing, such as some cases where not protecting a specific vertical opening would clearly NOT increase the risk of fire or smoke spread to any substantial degree. By providing large blanket exceptions to the need for protection of vertical openings in many cases, the study group is instead proposing an approach that is not justified by fire science, risk analysis or a study of loss data. Taking such a large eraser to the existing code requirements could potentially simplify Chapter 7. But the code exists to "...build a safer world", according to the ICC mission statement, not to "take some uncalculated gambles with the public's safety"  (a revised new mission statement?). The study group should look to the goal of "safety" as their guiding hand, not to a blind desire for simplification-at-all-costs.
 

With kind regards,
 

John Valiulis, P.E. 
Fire Protection Engineer
