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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.”  There is not a single book about fire prevention and fire administration in America that does not have a similar statement about the fire problem in our country.  But while this statement appears to be an accurate depiction of our country’s current fire problem, interestingly enough, this statement belongs to 59 years ago, and was a part of President Harry S. Truman’s address to the 1947 President’s Conference on Fire Prevention.
We have indeed made great strides toward protecting our citizens from the wrath of fire.  Yet, the perfect applicability of President Truman’s statement to our current conditions clearly reveals the fact that we are still struggling with the same problems and trying to overcome the same obstacles, and that we are not much further along as we would have wanted to be after almost six decades.   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
Even though it was called “The President’s Conference on Fire Prevention”, the 1947 conference was not about fire prevention in specific, but about ways to reduce the total national fire loss which at that time was approaching 750 million dollars.   In their description of the 1947 conference, USFA's website states "Almost none of this country's current fire prevention and risk reduction managers were at all knowledgeable about the meeting, where 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."
President Truman challenged the conference to take action and outlined his vision that “It is the clear responsibility of every State and local official, and every citizen, to aggressively support this national war against the growing menace of fire.”  Back in 1947, they recognized that preventing fires in the first place was the best way to reduce the total fire loss in our country.  And to this date that fact has remained unchanged. 
Based on the NFPA’s September 2004 report titled “The Total Cost of Fire in the United States”, in 2003, there were 3,925 fire fatalities, and the total property fire loss was 12.5 billion dollars, which was just a small portion of the overall 187-251 billion dollars total cost of fire in America.   It is of obvious importance to focus on our mission to reduce the fire fatalities and the life-scarring fire injuries in our communities.   But it is also our professional obligation to acknowledge our responsibility in decreasing our country's total fire cost.

This article’s main objective is to promote the concept of organizing a national conference similar to the 1947 conference, inclusive of all stakeholders and all pertinent organizations, to discuss ways and come up with strategies to reduce our total national fire cost.  To succeed in addressing our country's fire problem and reducing our total national fire cost, we need the buy-in and a deep level of involvement and commitment from all impacted stakeholders, and not just the professionals in the fire protection field alone. 
President Truman's idea was brilliant in getting all of the stakeholders to focus on stopping the economic drain caused by fire, and more importantly to get the societal buy-in.  I believe that if it could be done 59 years ago where traveling across the country was burdensome and could take days (jet airplanes were not even introduced to the airline industry back then), then it could be done now that traveling is much more easier, and communication in a global scale is possible through teleconferencing and the internet.  I believe we need to be focused on organizing a national conference similar in both scale and scope to the 1947 conference, to address all aspects of our national fire problem.  What do we have to lose after all?
No, we haven’t been sitting idle for the past six decades, and under the leadership of the United States Fire Administration (USFA) there has been great and steady success in reducing fire fatalities.  We have had the 1973 America Burning, the 1987 America Burning Revisited, and finally the 2000 America Burning Recommissioned reports.  But, can we truly say that has been enough?  No, not according to the 2000 America Burning Recommissioned report that states ”America today has the highest fire losses in terms of both frequency and total losses of any modern technological society.”

Realistically, despite their success, none of those reports could compare to the 1947 conference with respect to the scope, significance and the full spectrum of participants.  Don't get me wrong, I am a strong supporter of the USFA and their systematic steady progress in enhancing and promoting the fire and life safety concepts in our country for the past 33 years.  But surely, you would agree that after six decades we certainly are not where we desire to be.  Some might consider the ideas presented in this article as a “quantum leap”; but I believe that to get to a higher level of life safety and fire protection in our country, we need to take that “quantum leap” and obtain that deep commitment and involvement from all stakeholders.  Of course, not unless, as a society we have reached the conclusion that losing 4,000 lives and the cost of a quarter of a trillion dollars a year by fire is an “acceptable risk”.  Which in that case, steady progress and status quo might provide adequate protection for our country.
The logical question is if the 1947 conference was such a success, then how come it did not address the fire problem in our country and we are still facing similar problems today?  Some believe that the reason might have been deeply rooted in our constitutional separation of Federal and local authorities and responsibilities.  Back in 1947, they recognized that the fire problem is a national problem and they outlined the appropriate recommendations for the State and local governments to implement.  But, the Federal government’s recommendations were advisory in nature, and they could not require or enforce the State or local governments to implement any of them.  That is why the 1947 conference did not identify either the funding source, or the structured organizational mechanism to implement those comprehensive recommendations at the local levels.  Simply stated then, all those great recommendations were merely unfunded mandates.  And also without an organizational structure and mechanism, there was no accountability to insure implementation of those recommendations.
The same holds true today and the Federal government can only assist and encourage the State and local governments, but cannot directly make them address the fire problem.  Then the next question is, based on our constitutional limitations on separation of the authorities, why should we expect a different outcome the next time around? And also, how could we have a better chance to succeed, even if we had another national conference?
I believe that even though the Federal government cannot directly impose their ways and will on any State and local governments, they can and have done so indirectly, through their Federal grant and funding programs.  There is certain magic about money that when it is discussed, people tend to listen.  I might be wrong, but I believe that with the Federal government holding the purse, the State and local governments would have the tendency of being all ears.  Some might believe that this is yet another government’s tax and spending program, and ask where would the Federal government come up with the money?  I believe that when we talk about finding proactive ways and establishing means to reduce the $251 billion total annual fire cost, we could certainly be creative and come up with the dough.  And also, don’t forget that there are Federal funding mechanisms and fire grants that are currently funneled into the local governments which could be tailored and expanded to suit this purpose.    

There are numerous examples of Federal government’s indirect involvements that have had success.  A good example is the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).  As a Federal regulatory agency, EPA enforces their pollution control regulations and keeps the States, and local jurisdictions accountable for compliance.  In the EPA’s website it is stated “the mission of the Environmental Protection Agency is to protect human health and the environment. Since 1970, EPA has been working for a cleaner, healthier environment for the American people.  EPA works to develop and enforce regulations that implement environmental laws enacted by Congress. EPA is responsible for researching and setting national standards for a variety of environmental programs, and delegates to states and tribes the responsibility for issuing permits and for monitoring and enforcing compliance. Where national standards are not met, EPA can issue sanctions and take other steps to assist the states and tribes in reaching the desired levels of environmental quality.”  EPA doesn’t seem to have a problem in enforcing Federal standards and regulations through their “voluntary pollution management goals”.  Then, if it works well for the EPA then why shouldn’t it work for us?  Since 1947, there have been many successful Federal programs which could provide us better chance of success than the faith of the 1947 conference.  We must just try to find our best fit.  To do that though, we must first analyze the problem and “think outside the box” as they say.  What do we have to lose after all?
Just like what they realized back in 1947 when they focused on addressing the fire problem in America, I believe that we would also arrive at the same conclusion that we need to focus more on fire prevention and utilizing all available technologies in addressing the fire problem in our country.  Yes, we in the fire protection field might believe that we know the answers already, but the important point is obtaining the support of all of the impacted stakeholders and getting their buy-in and commitments.  That is the key, because that would bring more focus and hopefully better funding and implementation mechanisms for the recommendations.  What do we have to lose by focusing on finding better solutions to address the fire problem? Why shouldn't we have a national conference then?

I believe that one of the most important outcomes of a national conference could either be evolution of the USFA and expansion of its role, or establishment of a new Federal agency similar to the EPA, responsible for reducing our total national fire cost.  Accountability for reducing our total national fire cost could be the best outcome of this national conference.
Taking corrective measures to avoid financial loss is an everyday event in the private sector but it is rather uncommon in the government; and not wanting to be sarcastic, especially at the Federal level.  I believe that the economic news about General Motors (GM), the largest car manufactures in the world, is an excellent example of private sectors bottom line accountability.  Simply stated, due to the loss of $2.2 billion in the first three quarters of 2005, GM decided to cut 30,000 jobs, impacting 12 plants in an attempt to save $7 billion a year by the end of 2006.  As could be logically expected, labor is extremely upset about it, and then on the other hand, management believes that these cuts might not be deep enough and there might be more to come.
No, I am not taking the side of either labor or management on this issue.  The only reason that I focused on it, was to point out to the fact that $2.2 billion loss is still a large sum of money and is still enough to get the national spot lights.  That being said, total property loss of 12.5 billion dollars and the total national fire cost of $251 billion, which is more than 100 times larger than GM’s losses, demands our national attention also.  I believe that our statistics are lost among many others, but it is our patriotic duty to shed light on them and bring them up to the attention of the national policymakers.  I might be wrong, but I truly believe that if our representatives on the Hill were aware of the real magnitude of our country’s fire cost year after year, they would pay a lot closer attention to address the fire problem in our country.
CEO of the largest car manufacturer in the world took drastic measures to cut the losses and address the problems with the hope of saving $7 billion in the upcoming year. Yet, unfortunately $12.5 billion in property fire loss alone, and $251 billion in total cost of fire in our country, year in and year out, is not enough to wake us up and make us smell the coffee.  What is the difference?  Accountability. The person at the helm, the CEO of GM, is accountable for the bottom line profitability and economic well being of the company and answers to all the stock holders.  And that is why after only three quarters of a single year and loss of only $2.2 billion, decisions were made to change course and address the problem.
With us though, who is at the helm nationally?  Who is accountable for taking corrective measures and changing course to avoid having such huge losses every year?  How are our performance levels measured?  Year in and year out, there are fires and we respond and put them out, almost by instinct, without any accountability for the past, or any game plans for the future on how we could reduce our fire fatalities and fire costs.  GM's CEO is responsible not only for the company’s past performance, but also to come up with strategies for the future economic well being of the company.  It is only our patriotic duty to do the same thing about our national fire cost and our country's economic well-being.  I believe that having a national conference to focus on reducing our fire cost, will point out the shortcomings, come up with recommendations to address the problems, and most importantly along with it would bring accountability. 
Since the GM example is rather unpleasant from the labor's view, let me clear up a very important point here from the fire service perspective.  I believe that two decades ago in the fire service, labor's general view might have been that reducing the fire losses meant less fires, thus less firefighters; and that might have been a reason for their possible opposition.  But, these days only 20% of our call volumes are fire related, and the other 80% is Emergency Medical Service (EMS), so that archaic belief could not possibly be true anymore.  Especially now that we are tasked with Hazmat, WMD, terrorism, etc., and the firefighters have plenty more responsibilities on their plates.
Today, when we talk about reducing the total national fire cost, it should only point out that we need to do more to address the fire problem.  As correctly addressed by the fire service organizations lack of firefighters, apparatus, station closures, etc, all add up and have a direct impact on our response times; which means more fatalities and more fire losses.  Thus reversing that trend could only mean additional resources and personnel for the fire service. 
Having to reduce the national fire cost could make the municipalities more accountable to perform their obligations to protect their communities from the wrath of fires.  That could mean that municipal decisions in downsizing and reducing staff levels or shutting down fire stations etc. would be a lot more difficult to explain to the taxpayers, especially if the jurisdiction and the State could lose Federal grants for noncompliance with the fire loss reduction regulations.  That is why, keeping the local jurisdictions accountable for complying with the Federal regulations and mandates to reduce the total fire cost in their jurisdictions, could only translate to more fire suppression resources and firefighters for the community, as was identified in NFPA’s “U.S. Fire Department Profile Through 2003”.  And even more importantly, more focus on fire prevention, as the USFA and the NFPA strongly believe to be the most effective solution to the fire problem in our country.
I believe then if explained clearly, reducing the total national fire cost would not be viewed as an anti-labor measure.  From that perspective, it is logical for the International Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF) to be supportive of having a national conference to reduce the national fire cost.  I believe that IAFF could have even a stronger support than they did back in 2001, when they supported adoption of the NFPA 1710 and NFPA 1720, in the NFPA annual conference in Anaheim, California.

After all, look at it this way, both NFPA 1710 and NFPA 1720 were also accountability guidelines, heavily favored by the labor and also most fire chiefs.  The fire chiefs that were not in support of having the minimum accountability guidelines were not in opposition to it because of the intent, but because of the lack of funding from their local jurisdictions.  That being said, I believe that logically, the International Association of Fire Chiefs (IAFC) would also be in favor of the local jurisdictions being accountable for addressing their fire problems and reduce their total fire cost.
As explained above, this idea is not even mine, and I am merely promoting what was first discussed in the 1947 Fire Prevention Conference.  I believe that this is not my cause, but it is ours.  As a foot soldier, I will do all that I can, for as long as necessary, to advance the line.  But to win this battle, heavy artillery is needed, and the big guns need to roar.  A single person will not be able to do much, but if the grassroots support is there, then there is a better chance of success.  There is a Japanese saying that "vision without action is a dream; action without vision is a nightmare".  Here is my take, we have the vision, so we need to act; otherwise it is only a dream.
What do we have to lose?  As Americans, annually about 4,000 lives, and a quarter of a trillion dollars which is 2% of gross domestic product (GDP).  What do we have to lose?  As fire protection professionals, nothing but the complacency that has shackled us down.
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