
What is the danger of smoking  
materials? 
Nationwide, smoking materials are the leading cause of fire 
deaths.  In 1998, these fires killed over 900 people, injured 
almost 2,500 and caused $411.7 million in direct property 
damage.  More people die from fires started by smoking  
materials than any other type of fire-22% of all of the fire 
deaths in 1998. 
 
This is of significant concern to the college student because 
according to the U.S. Department of Education, 2/3 of the 
students enrolled in four-year colleges and universities live 
off-campus in houses and apartments.  The very locations 
where many of these fire deaths occurred. And the problem 
is with cigarettes.  Cigars and pipes represent only 2% of the fires. 
 

How do these fires occur? 
Almost ¾ of the fires caused by smoking material are the result of a cigarette being aban-
doned or carelessly disposed.  In other words, someone was not thinking, not paying atten-
tion and just not being careful. 
 

What is the material most commonly ignited in these fires? 
The three leading materials that were ignited in fires started by cigarettes include: 

Mattress: 26% 
Upholstered furniture: 20% 
Trash: 17% 

 
In 1998, over 73% of the people that died in smoking-related fires were killed by fires that 
started in either a mattress or an upholstered chair. 

 
Where were the victims located? 
The location of the people killed by cigarette-related fires indicates how easily and quickly 
fire can spread through a building. 
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If a fire 
should  
occur…  

 
STAY SAFE 

ON CAMPUS! 

Get Out 

Stay Out 

Stay Alive 
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About 30% of the victims were in-
volved in the ignition.  Another 
28% were in the same room as the ignition, 
while 40% of the victims were not in the room 
but were either on the same floor or elsewhere 
in the building. 
 
In other words, 40% of the people killed by the 
fire were remote from where it started, yet 
were still killed by the fire. 
 

What was the condition of the 
victims? 
Nationwide, 58% were asleep at the time of the 
fire when they died, and another 15% were im-
paired by drugs or alcohol. 
 

Were smoke alarms present? 
A significant percentage (48%) of the fatal fires 
did not have any alarms at all. 
 

What are some of the other 
problems? 
Many colleges and universities have banned 
smoking in residence halls for both health and 
safety reasons.  However, this does create a 
problem with students still wanting to smoke 
and taking extraordinary efforts to conceal this. 

For example, smoke detectors may 
be covered so that they will not be 

set off by smoking.  In one fraternity, the alarm 
was delayed because all of the smoke detectors 
had been covered with plastic bags so they 
would not go off during a party.  When a fire 
did occur, the system was not able to do its job 
and the building was completely destroyed. 
 
In another case, the students had placed rolled 
up towels at the base of the door so that the 
smoke would not be smelled in the hallway.  In 
addition, a stick of incense was placed in the 
door jamb to help mask the smell.  The incense 
fell down onto the towel and ignited it. 

 

Smoking…is it worth it? 
 
• If you must smoke, only smoke outside 

of the building. 
• Use deep, wide, sturdy ashtrays.  

Ashtrays should be set on something sturdy 
and hard to ignite. 

• It is risky to smoke when you've been 
drinking or are drowsy. 

• NEVER smoke in bed. 

• Soak cigarettes before emptying an 
ashtray. 

• After a party, check furniture and  
cushions for smoldering butts. 

               
   


