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Alcohol on Campus

Alcohol consumption has long been connected with college campuses.  While the recent trend is towards educating students in more responsible behavior, the problem still exists.  The connection between alcohol consumption, student behavior and the incidence of fires in student housing, both on- and off-campus is a serious concern.

What is the prevalence of alcohol on campus?  This is something that is difficult to quantify.  However, there are some indicators and surveys that can provide us with information in this area.  When reviewing this information, it is important to remember that the drinking age in all states, nationwide, is 21.

Under federal law, colleges and universities are required to annually report crime statistics to the United States Department of Education.  Among these statistics, they are required to report the number of alcohol-related arrests.

According to the June 9, 2000 issue of The Chronicle of Higher Education, in a review of 481 campuses with over 5,000 students, arrests for liquor law violations increased to 23,261 in 1998 from 18,708 in 1997, a 24% increase.  However, increased policing and enforcement may attribute to this increase. 

The Harvard School of Public Health has been measuring alcohol usage on campuses since 1993.  The 1999 study had responses from over 14,000 students at 139 institutions across the country and it focused on what has been classified as binge drinking, which is defined as consuming five drinks in a row for men and four drinks for women.

According to the survey, there is an increasing polarization occurring on campus between the number of drinkers and abstainers.  The number of frequent binge drinkers, which is someone who binge drinks three or more times within a two week period, increased from 23% in 1993 to 28% in 1999.  At the same time, the number of people abstaining from alcohol increased from 15% to 19% over the same period.

When looking at the responses, 81% of the respondents reported drinking, with 44% classifying themselves as either an occasional or frequent binge drinker.

College Student Patterns of Alcohol Use (1999)

Abstainer
19%

Nonbinge drinker
37%

Occasional binge drinker
21%

Frequent binge drinker
23%

Drinking style of students who consume alcohol (1999)

Drank on 10 or more occasions in the past 30 days
22%

Usually binges when drinks
45%

Was drunk three or more times in the past month
29%

Drinks to get drunk
47%

Another study in New York State found that 40% of the students had drunk alcohol once a week or more during the past year.

As might be expected, fewer underage students drink (63%) than those who are of-age (74%), and on fewer occasions.  However, the underage students drink more alcohol on each occasion.


Underage
Of-age

Have drunk within the past 30 days
63%
74%

Usually consume five or more drinks at each occasion
42%
27%

According to a 1999 report by the Educational Resource Information Center (ERIC), the prevalence of binge drinking is higher among Greek residents.  

Students who participate in binge drinking


Men
Women

Greek Residents
86%
80%

Non-Greek Residents
45%
35%

Greeks who became binge drinkers in college
78%
76%

Non-Greeks who became binge drinkers in college
32%
25%

The number of students that are abstaining in drinking and binge drinkers is increasing, while the number of nonbinge and occasional drinkers is decreasing, resulting in a polarization of drinking behavior on campus.  While there may be fewer students drinking, those that are, are drinking with more intensity.

Alcohol as a factor in fires

While there is no direct correlation between the consumption of alcohol on campus and the incidence of fires, fire fatalities or fire injuries, there are some assumptions that can be made.

In the 1996 fire in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, that killed five students, four of them had blood alcohol levels of over 0.14.  This fire broke out following a party the evening before, as had the fire in Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania where three males were killed.  At a fire in an off-campus house in Burlington, Vermont, that injured three residents, one seriously. Fire officials found evidence of alcohol in the area where the fire had started.  A recent fire at a fraternity in Austin, Texas that caused $1.5 million in damage occurred during a party in the basement.

In the report Alcohol and Health published by the US Department of Health and Human Services, it was reported that “Approximately one-half of the adults who die in house fires have high BAC (blood alcohol count) values, a finding that is consistent with the disproportionate number of deaths that occur in house fires on weekends, when people tend to consume more alcohol.”

The report goes on, “Alcohol may contribute to burns and fires by causing drowsiness and increasing the likelihood of falling asleep while smoking.  In addition, intoxication may reduce awareness of smoke and fire alarms and may interfere with escape from a burning building by increasing disorientation associated with smoke and panic.”

In addition to causing fires, there is evidence indicating that the survival rate for people with higher blood alcohol levels is lower than those with lower blood alcohol levels.  The Alcohol and Health study reported that, “alcoholic burn victims had a mortality rate three times that of nonalcoholic burn victims and also died of smaller burns (measured s a percentage of total body surface area).”

The effect of alcohol upon the human body is well known.  As a central nervous system depressant, it has the ability to significantly impact upon a person’s judgment and their ability to physically respond to a perceived threat.  

According to the report Establishing a Relationship Between Alcohol and Casualties of Fire published by the USFA, there are several factors in drinking that play a role in the increased incidence of fire fatalities.  These include:

· Reduced ability to detect a fire

· Reduced ability to respond to a fire or fire alarm

· Reduced ability to safely escape from a fire 

These impairments can be the result of impaired motor coordination and mental clarity due to the effects of alcohol upon the body.

When looking at the pattern for fire fatalities, nationwide, the risk drops after the age five and does not markedly increase until the age of 65.  However, according to the USFA report, the trend for alcohol-related fatalities is between the ages of 18 to 40, which is the opposite of the national pattern.

There is also a probable connection between smoking and drinking.  Minnesota has been conducting autopsies on all fire fatalities.  In the period from 1993 to 1996 there were 255 deaths caused by fire.  Out of these, 30% were found to have positive blood alcohol concentrations.  The leading cause of death among this group was smoking materials, which represented 64%, versus the non-alcohol impaired group which had only 37% of the deaths caused by smoking.

Drinking on campus is prevalent.  However, there are concerted efforts underway to curb this behavior.  In a future issue of Campus Firewatch we will cover what is being done to help reduce the number of students that are drinking and the risky behavior that is associated with alcohol consumption.

The information used for this article is online in the RESOURCE section of Campus Firewatch.

From the Editor

The year has started on a positive note and a tragic one.

Two fires in January have killed two students in off-campus housing.  Another fire broke out in a house where the fraternity brothers were lighting toilet paper and then putting under the doors of their roommate’s bedrooms.  Candles started fires in a fraternity at State College, Pennsylvania and a dormitory in South Hadley, Massachusetts and a faculty member’s office in Los Angeles.

On the other hand, Representative McGeehan reintroduced his sprinkler legislation in Pennsylvania.  Senator Edwards is reportedly going to reintroduce his sprinkler bill in the 107th Congress.  Both are laudable efforts that, if enacted, would significantly help to improve fire safety on campuses across the nation.

This is the time for action.  We have to keep the level of awareness up among our legislators to ensure that they are aware of the importance of campus fire safety.  Without their constituents continually “knocking at their doors,” reminding them of the need for not only sprinklers, but also increased fire prevention training and education, it is an issue that will fall by the wayside until the next tragedy occurs.  Find out who your representatives are and let them know how you feel about campus fire safety.

This brings up the issue of fire prevention.  In all of the legislation that was proposed last year, none of them mandated fire prevention education and training of the staff and the students.  This is, in my opinion, one of the most effective measures that we can take to reducing the incidence of fires.  Unquestionably, sprinklers and smoke detectors play critical and valuable roles.  However, fire prevention education is as equally important, but it is falling by the wayside and not receiving the national focus that it should.

As a nation, we are focusing on the younger children.  Stop, drop and roll, crawl low in smoke and Sparky the Dog are all part of established Fire Prevention Week programs.  But what about the other 51 weeks of the year?  And, more importantly, what happens once they get into junior high or high school?  Often, the education and training does not continue.

As these students move on to college, we have a unique opportunity to reintroduce them to fire safety in their freshman and sophomore years while many of them are living in the dormitories.  If we are aggressive in “hammering home” the message during this time, then, when they move off campus in their latter years, they will remember these messages.

In our opinion, off-campus housing is where the problem lies.  According to statistics from the U.S. Department of Education prepared for Campus Firewatch, approximately 62% of the students in four-year institutions live off-campus.  That translates to 3.4 million students living in houses, apartments, fraternities and sororities.  Two people are dead already this year.  Let’s make a change.

2000 Campus Firewatch Article Index

In the year 2000, Campus Firewatch was launched with the objective of providing the type of information that the campus fire safety professional could use.  Over the course of the first eight issues we covered a wide range of material, ranging from arson to power strips, as well as regular columns such as Legislation Update and the acclaimed Campus Fire Log.

As a reference, we have compiled a list of the articles that appeared in the year 2000.

20 Questions to Answer Before You Sign a Rental Agreement
June

ACAP Hosts College Fire Safety Seminar
October

America Burning Recommissioned
June

Arson on Campus
September

Bloomsburg Pennsylvania, Aftermath
July and August

Campus Fire Safety Forum II
November and December

Candle and Halogen Lamp Survey Results
August

Candle Industry Facts
November

Fire Protection Improving
September

Fraternity Chapter Distribution
October

Fraternity Fire Safety in State College, PA
November

Fraternity Fires-A study in contrasts
August

Fraternity Moves Into New House
October

Fraternity Pleads Guilty to Fire Violations
October

Great Escape on Campus
September

Hotel/Motel Fire Safety Act
June

IAFC University and College Fire Chief’s Forum
September

Insurance Reductions
August

Life Safety in Dormitories, NFPA Questions and Answers
October

New Jersey Coalition for Safe Student Housing
July

New York Governor’s Task Force on Campus Fire Safety
December

NFPA Fire Protection Handbook – Campus Fire Safety Chapter
November

Off Campus…Out of Sight, Out of Mind?
October

Pennsylvania Sprinkler Legislation
August

Power strips – What is the Story?
December

Seton Hall, a Follow-up
September

Seton Hall, Halloween at
November

Seton Hall, OSHA Citations
September

Statistical Summary
June

Teachable Moment
May

University of Alaska
July

USFA/NFPA College Fire Safety Forum I
May

Working Together-Town/Gown
June

Year in Review
December

Legislative Update

Unfortunately, with the exception of New Jersey and Wisconsin, all of the legislation introduced last year at both the federal and state levels did not get enacted.

According to a spokesperson for Senator John Edwards (D-NJ) office, he does plan to reintroduce his legislation.  However, it was unknown when this would occur, or if there would be any changes made in the new bill.

Pennsylvania State Representative Michael McGeehan (D-Philadelphia) reintroduced legislation on January 23 calling for the installation of sprinklers in residence halls and Greek occupancies in the state.  As soon as it is available, this piece of legislation will be posted on the Campus Firewatch website.

Campus Firewatch spoke with several people about the past year, and what might be expected in the upcoming legislative sessions.

“It is rare for legislation to make it through Congress in the first year,” says Sara Yerkes, director of governmental affairs for the National Fire Protection Association.  “Many times it takes two or three efforts before a bill is passed.”  An example of this, according to Carrye Brown, administrator for the U.S. Fire Administration, was the Hotel/Motel Fire Safety Act, which took three attempts before it became law.

“We made a mistake in the last session of not personalizing the issue,” says McGeehan.  “When you put a human face on it, it has much more of an impact.”  When asked what his strategy was for this session, McGeehan replied, “We are going to take a more aggressive stance.  We are going to make it untenable for those that oppose it.”

“It is time to translate rhetoric into reality,” said John Viniello, president of the National Fire Sprinkler Association.  “The problem is that time works on the side of the politician that doesn’t want to be in the forefront of proactive legislation for life safety.  Only when you have a tragedy are fingers pointed and there is a cry for action.”

Seen Elsewhere

University of Colorado

Boulder, Colorado

According to news stories, there were 29 arson fires in 1999, which was the highest in five years and a sharp increase over the average 18 fires reported each year.

Campus Firewatch provided material for a number of stories that appeared on the one-year anniversary of Seton Hall.  Stories on the Associated Press newswire, the Bergen Record and the New Jersey Star Ledger either contained information from Campus Firewatch or included interviews with the Campus Firewatch publisher, Ed Comeau.

January 1, 2001

Off-Campus Fatal Fire
West Virginia University
Morgantown, West Virginia

The following information was obtained in an interview by Campus Firewatch with fire officials.

A fire in an off-campus house has killed one student and left another man critically injured. 

The fire occurred in an off-campus house that had been converted into apartment units.  There were three people living in the building, but one was not home at the time of the fire.

There were two smoke detectors in the building.  One was operational, but the smoke detector on the second floor, where the fatality was found, did not have a battery.  The person that was critically injured was awakened by the operation of the smoke detector on the first floor.

The fire department responded to the fire at 8:31 a.m.  As soon as the first engine was pulling out of the station they could see heavy smoke and upgraded the response.

Upon arrival the fire fighters attempted to rescue the trapped victim on the second floor.  However, due to the heavy fire involvement they were not able to make access.

The cause of the fire has been determined to be electrical.

According to fire officials, they have been having a serious problem with student-related fire activity.  In 2000 there were over 100 street fires set in the Sunnyside section of Morgantown, which is notorious for partying.  Several of these fires have escalated into bonfires and into structure fires.

The university has become involved in helping to curb this behavior.  According to fire officials if a student is convicted of setting a fire they will be expelled.  As a result of this and other efforts, the number of fires has been curbed.

January 12, 2001

Fraternity Fire
Penn State
State College, PA

The following information was provided by Tim Knisely, Centre Region Code Administration

This morning, at approximately 1:15 a.m., a fire was reported at the Tau Phi Delta Fraternity. The fire was extinguished by occupants using a dry chemical fire extinguisher. Damage was contained to one bedroom, with smoke damage throughout the floor.

Cause was an unattended candle on a dresser. One occupant was hospitalized for smoke inhalation.

The structure is a 3-story building of ordinary construction. There is a fire alarm and automatic fire detection system and single station smoke detectors in every bedroom. There were no sprinklers.

January 15, 2001

Fraternity Fire
Kansas University
Lawrence, Kansas

The following information was provided by Fire Marshal Barr.

No one was injured in a fire early Monday in a room at the Phi Delta Theta fraternity house, 1621 Edgehill Rd.

The fire activated a sprinkler system and was extinguished by the time Lawrence-Douglas County Fire & Medical units arrived, according to Battalion Chief Bill Stark.

Damage was listed at $600.00.

The cause of the fire is still under investigation.  However, it appears that the equipment involved was a portable fan that came in contact with a curtain, causing the fan to overheat. The fraternity was evacuated for a short period. It was unclear as to how many residents may have been at the house.

Mary Remus, director of the house, said the residence was built in 1989 and has always had sprinklers.

January 15, 2001

Laboratory Fire
Texas Tech
Lubbock, Texas

A student's chemical experiment caused a fire in a chemistry building. The student observed liquids from the experiment catch fire and attempted to extinguish it with a fire extinguisher. He was unable to extinguish it and left to get a larger one. Upon his return the fire had grown too large, and he yelled for assistance. An assistant professor responded, closed the doors and notified the fire department.

The building is unsprinklered.

January 16, 2001

Student Accommodations
St. Martins
Lancaster, UK

A fire started when a pan was left unattended on a cooker ignited. An 18-year old female was taken to the hospital for smoke inhalation. Twenty students were evacuated from student accommodations.

January 16, 2001

Off-Campus House Fire
University of California, Berkeley
Berkeley, California

Update. A lawsuit has been filed against the landlord of a house where a student and her parents were killed in a fire in August, 2000. The sole surviving family member has filed the suit, claiming that the furnace that caused the fire was not maintained and was malfunctioning, there were no smoke detectors and that the windows on the second floor, where the victims were found, were inoperable.

The fire was determined to have been started when a box left on top of the dining room furnace was ignited. The fire department was unable to find any evidence of smoke detectors in the building. The windows on the second floor were alleged to have been painted shut and inoperable.

A fourth occupant in the building was able to jump from a second-story window.

January 16, 2001

University of Michigan
Ann Arbor, Michigan

The following information was provided by Robert Patrick.

Fire at South Quad Residence Hall at University of Michigan. A smoke detector activated the building fire alarm system around 1:30.  A check of the building located smoke coming from the elevator mechanical room above the 9th floor of the building. Ann Arbor Fire Department extinguished the fire. The building was evacuated during the fire but residents were allowed to reenter shortly after the fire was extinguished. No injuries. Damage confined to elevator motor. Damage estimate unknown at this time.

January 19, 2001

Dormitory Fire
Mount Holyoke College
South Hadley, MA

The following information was obtained in interviews by Campus Firewatch with fire and college officials.

A dormitory room was damaged in a late afternoon fire.  The building fire alarm was activated, and the fire department was notified at 4:57 p.m.  The fire was contained to the room of origin, but residents of the floor were relocated to another dormitory.  An investigation determined that the fire was caused by a candle left unattended on top of a television set.  The residents had left the room ten minutes before the building fire alarm system was activated.

The building is a four story residence hall built of non-combustible construction.  It is equipped with smoke detectors only in the hallways, not in the individual rooms.  There are no sprinklers.

Candles are not permitted in the residence halls according to college officials.

January 19, 2001

Off-Campus Fatal House Fire
University of Georgia Law School
Athens, GA

A fire in an off-campus house killed a 24 year old woman. Authorities have determined that she was murdered, and are treating the incident as arson.

January 21, 2001

University Office Fire

University of Southern California

Los Angeles, CA

The following information was provided by William Murphy, USC.

A fire caused by an attended candle ignited nearby combustibles in a faculty member’s office.  The damage was limited to the office and mostly to contents.  A building occupant smelled the smoke and telephoned the university police department.  The building is not sprinklered.

January 21, 2001

Off-Campus House Fire

Colorado State University

Fort Collins, CO

The following information was provided by Tom DeMint, Poudre Fire Authority

The  Poudre Fire Authority responded to a house fire near Colorado State University.  The structure was a Type V wood frame single family home that had been rented to 5 students and 1 college aged non-student.  The students were all male and belong to a fraternity that does not have sufficient room to house all its members.  

The occupants were alerted to the fire by a working single station smoke detector in this unprotected structure.  

The fire's origin has been determined to be in one of the student's bedroom.  There were no injuries.  The fire was caused when the six residents were playing a game of lighting tissue paper on fire and throwing it under the bedroom doors.  The occupant would then get up and stomp out the fire.

This was done to one occupant’s room, and he thought he had stomped out the fire before leaving.  The fire ignited his mattress, which the other occupants of the house attempted to remove the mattress, but were unable to do so.  Conditions worsened and the room flashed over, extending out an exterior window and into the hallway and adjoining bedrooms.

Criminal damages are pending.

Breakdown of Fatalities

Fatalities: 15 deaths total


Males
11


Females:
4

Location of Fatalities


Residence Hall
4


Fraternities
4


Off-Campus House
5


Off-Campus Apartment
1


On-Campus House
1

Cause of Fires (incidents)


Arson
4 


Unknown
3 


Accidental
2 


Candle
1

Fast Facts

According to the U.S. Department of Education, there are 5,439,365 fulltime undergraduate students enrolled in four-year institutions in the United States.  The dormitory capacity of these institutions is 2,059,565, or approximately 38% of the total number of students enrolled.

That means that at least 3,379,800 students, or 62%, are living off-campus.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), Institutional Characteristics and Fall Enrollment Surveys, 1997-98.  Prepared for Campus Firewatch.

Breaking News on Pennsylvania

As we are going to press, there is a great deal of activity occurring in Pennsylvania.

In the 2000 legislative session, Representative Michael McGeehan (D-Philadelphia) introduced legislation that would have called for the retrofitting of sprinklers in residence halls and Greek housing.  After a series of hearings, the legislation passed the House by a vote of 190 to 1.  It then moved to the Senate, where no action was taken on it and it died in committee.

On Tuesday, January 23, Representative McGeehan reintroduced his legislation.  Along with a bi-partisan support of 69 cosponsors, House Bill 209 will provide a five-year window to colleges, universities and recognized Greek houses to install sprinkler systems.  This would be done through a $125 million low-interest loan program.

At the press conference, and a rally that immediately followed, a number of people spoke in support of the legislation.  Among them was Jamie Dezzi, who survived the tragic fraternity fire that killed three Bloomsburg University students in March 2000.  Along with Dezzi were other legislators and sprinkler industry representatives.

“We have been shown the way by New Jersey,” said McGeehan in an interview with Campus Firewatch.  “This isn’t going to be a slam-dunk, and we don’t want to rush it through.  We want to do the responsible thing and make sure everyone has an opportunity to think it through,” he continued.  It is also important to make sure that the funding is available to all of the institutions in the state, large and small.  “No matter where you go, each and every student is protected equally.”

Along with the legislation, the long-awaited report commissioned by the state Senate was released on Wednesday, January 24.  This report, entitled “The Report of Retrofitting Fire Sprinklers into Pennsylvania Facilities,” looked at residence halls and Greek housing, among other occupancies.

In reviewing the report, the following emerged (a more detailed review will appear in an upcoming issue of Campus Firewatch):

· There are approximately 1,250 dormitories in Pennsylvania, of which 88% are unsprinklered.

· The cost to sprinkler these buildings would range from $141 million to $328 million, with a “best estimate” of $215 million

· There are approximately 900 Greek occupancies, of which 68% are unsprinklered.  The cost to sprinkler these occupancies ranges from $21 million to $40 million.

Over the past two decades, there has been a 50% decrease in the number of fire deaths in Pennsylvania.  “The bottom line is that there is some reason to be optimistic that the downward trend will continue…” says Phil Durgin, the executive director of the Legislative Budget and Finance Committee who oversaw the production of the report.  He went on to list some of the reasons for the downward trend.  “The implementation of the Hotel/Motel Fire Safety Act that required federal employees to stay in sprinklered hotels spurred hotel chains to sprinkler their properties.  Pennsylvania also passed an act in 1984 that required sprinklers in most new high-rise and renovated high-rise, which was another factor that helped to reduced deaths.  Another thing is that in 1999 Pennsylvania adopted a state-wide building code.”  Before this date, there was no statewide building code.

While there may be a downward trend in fires, Pennsylvania has been the site of some of the more recent tragic fires.  

· In 1994 and 2000, fraternity fires killed eight students in Pennsylvania.  This represents 1/3 of all of the deaths in Greek housing, nationwide, since 1990.  

· Harveys Lake was the site of a board and care fire that killed 10 people in 1997, which is one of the greatest loss of life in these occupancies since at least 1983.  

· In 1991, a fire in a partially sprinklered high-rise building killed three firefighters in Philadelphia.

More information on this report, and the reaction to it, will be available in an upcoming issue of Campus Firewatch.  As soon as the report is available in electronic format it will be placed on the Campus Firewatch website.  To be notified, sign up for the Campus Firewatch listserv at www.campus-firewatch.com.
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