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FIRE SAFETY (OR LACK OF?) IN OFF-CAMPUS HOUSING: 
FRATERNITY HOUSES

BY KEVIN COX, FIREPRO INCORPORATED
After studying fire protection engineering at a well-known 
engineering university, I would like to share my experiences 
regarding fire safety in off campus housing.  With more 
understanding of fire safety than the average student, I 
was well aware of some of the risks and also the benefits 
of certain aspects of fire safety.  After living in a fraternity 
house for four years, I would like to discuss my first hand 
experiences with fire safety issues in off-campus housing. 
Some were good, some bad, and some downright scary.
Things started off on a good note upon moving in at 
the start of sophomore year. The house accommodated 
about 40 people, and one of the first things we were 
told was ―Don’t hang anything from the sprinklers 
or sprinkler pipe, and don’t bump into the sprinkler 
heads or they will break.

Well that’s good, at least the house has a sprinkler 
system.  The sprinkler system was in good shape, and 
appeared to be relatively new and well maintained. We 

were also instructed that the beds could not be moved 
to any location that did not have a sprinkler head located 

directly above it.
From there forward things got a lot more laid back when 

it came to fire safety. For example, in the dorms there were no open flame candles allowed, nor was 
cigarette smoking permitted. Here, each room commonly had scented candles right in the center of 

the room on the coffee tables.  Major life safety features were maintained, such as fire exits and exterior 
fire escape stairways, but there was a lack of attention to the smaller things that could likely be ignition 

sources.
Fire inspections from the City were the only rules or regulations that we were required to follow other than 

those that we internally enforced based on our own knowledge of fire safety.  The fire inspector for the City 
would visit once a year to complete his inspection and allow us to renew our housing permit. His visits were 
scheduled well in advance, and we knew from the previous years what had to be fixed or modified to fit his 
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needs. Some fire safety features where inherent and did not get changed, such as the sprinkler system, fire alarm system, 
and emergency ex- its. However, there were many things that we knew the inspector was looking for that would get fixed 
right before he came, and returned to their everyday location after he left. Some things that were commonly changed 
just for the inspection included removing wires that were run under carpets, removing curtains from the sides of bunk 
beds, and removing locks from doors leading to fire exits. Candles, lighters, and other obvious ignition sources were put 
out of sight.  Once the inspector came and gave us his passing score, everything went back to the way it was before the 
inspection.
At the time, none of these small fire safety modifications seemed all that important to us, and in the grand scheme of 
things it would be very difficult to get a group of 40 young men to change the way things were done year to year. In 
hindsight, those rules were there for a reason and should not have been only fixed temporarily. I have not lived in any 
off-campus college apartments, but I have visited plenty. They are in similar situations, possibly with even less rules and 
inspections than fraternity houses.
The problem with fire safety in off-campus housing is enforcement. While privately owned apartments are commonly not 
associated with the colleges, fraternities are. A monitored approach from the college, similar to what is commonly used in 
dormitories, could be a possible solution. Inspections should be done more frequently, which would encourage fire safety 
issues to be fixed permanently, rather than only fixed for the inspection day.
There should be a direct relationship between the college and all off-campus housing, regardless if it is a fraternity or a 
privately owned apartment.  If there are students from the college living there, it is important that they are well informed of 
fire safety issues, and frequent inspections would be a good method to accomplish this. The fire inspections from the city 
would be a perfect place for the college or university to intervene. In our case, the inspections were coordinated directly 
between the fraternity and the city, with no involvement from campus.  If the inspection process was overseen by someone 
on campus, it would provide more incentive to follow their rules as well as an opportunity for discipline if the requirements 
were not met.
Even during my short time living in off-campus housing at college, there were several fires in fraternity houses and 
apartments. Progress towards reducing the frequency of these fires has been steady, however it would only take a few more 
minor improvements to make a few major steps forward.
Kevin Cox, Engineer, FIREPRO® Incorporated
 Fire Safety Tips
• Ban smoking and candles
• Hold regular fire drills
• Train residents to operate fire extinguishers
• Don’t block open fire doors
• Make sure trash is disposed of appropriately
• Lock kitchens at night
• Regularly inspect smoke detectors/sprinkler systems
• Hold residents accountable for following fire safety guidelines



Trends Affecting Housing
• Memberships Growing and Expansion On The Rise
• More Headquarters Focused on Housing Issues
• More Universities Promoting Greek Villages/Housing
• Increased Competition from Universities and Private Sector
• Aging Infrastructure/Deferred Maintenance Remain Prevalent
• Sprinkler System Mandates Continue, along with environmental risks 
• Construction Costs Continue To Rise
• Infrastructure Cannot Handle Today’s Technology Demands

Security and Access Controls
Access Control:  What type is best? 
• Keys
• Codes
• Fobs\cards
• Finger print technology
• How much will it cost?

Security Cameras
• Is it worth investment and what is liability ?
• Design considerations
• How much will it cost?

Security Systems
• Video Monitoring: Public areas only
• Accessible doors and windows
• Controlled Access: Common areas and suites
• Increase tenant safety and decrease vandalism and theft

Technology
• Wireless internet trends 
• Energy consumption management
• Leak protection- automatic water shut-off
• Lighting technology- LED\sensors 
• Online building management software
• Digital wall coverings\composites 

Explore opportunities to integrate multiple services utilizing mobile applications

HOUSING TRENDS: IS YOUR BOARD LOOKING AT THESE THINGS?
ADAPTED FROM BETA THETA PI’S CORNERSTONE PROGRAM/PRESENTATION
BY ANNE EMMERTH, BETA THETA PI AND WOODY RATTERMAN, CSL MANAGEMENT



COVERAGE CORNER
2016 FPMA DISCOUNTS
BY MICK MCGILL, VICE PRESIDENT CLIENT SERVICE

The 2016 FPMA Renewal features several significant changes, designed to better serve our clients, save them money, and 
encourage actions that result in safer, more desirable housing for their members.  Please note that these discounts apply to 
the actual property premium and do not apply to the Equipment Breakdown premium or any fees.

Increased All Peril Deductible – 10% - $10,000 /20% - $25,000
The standard All Other Peril deductible under the FPMA program is $2,500. We offer generous premium savings for those 
organizations wishing to assume additional risk.  

Pipeburst Pro – 20% Years 1 and 2 after installation with 5% thereafter – (Revised with greater discounts) Water 
Damage is the most frequently reported cause of loss and the second most costly peril in terms of claim dollars paid in the 
FPMA property insurance program. PipeBurst Pro offers an effective solution to reducing the impact plumbing related water 
damage claims have on future premium costs. 

The PipeBurst Pro system with ionleaks.com detection system provides:
• Water monitoring
• Tracks water usage
• Monitors temperature in the facility

The system is an effective way for the facility to be more closely monitored by remote volunteers. Small plumbing problems 
can turn into big claims when left unchecked for an extended period of time. This is especially true in student housing over 
extended breaks. 

Depending upon the size of the supply line into the house, the cost of installing the system is $4,000 to $5,000. The premi-
um savings offered through the discount can pay for the system in 3 to 6 years.  For more information, contact Bob Hearn, 
VP Sales US, Total Leak Concepts at 678-300-2664 or by email at bhearn@totalleak.com.

Safe, Modern and Recent Technology (SMART) Facility – 20% - (NEW) Qualifying locations need to be 2010 or newer 
construction or have undergone a complete electrical, plumbing, mechanical and roof structure updates since 2010 and 
have in place two or more of the following: 
• Central station fire alarm. 
• Monitored Security System with controlled access
• No smoking and candle burning policy.
• Resident advisor or house mother living on site.

Modern and Safe Facility - 10%  - (Revised to address aging facilities since discount first incepted) Qualifying locations 
need to be 1990 or newer construction or have undergone a complete electrical, plumbing, mechanical and roof structure 
updates since 2000, and have in place two or more of the following: 
• Central station fire alarm. 
• Monitored Security System with controlled access.
• No smoking and candle burning policy.
• Resident advisor or house mother living on site.



In addition to these changes, all our previous discounts are available.

Fire Suppression System – Up to 50%:  Installing a fire Suppression system meeting NFPA 13R installation standards 
provides that greatest opportunity for premium savings in the FPMA program. Rates for a property protected by a fire 
suppression system can be as much as 50% less than a similar property not protected by a fire sprinkler system.  Con-
tact us to learn more.

Professional Property Management Company – 10%: 
Outsourced or Employed Staff that complete the following:
• Manage, organize and pay general operating expenses relating to the facility management;
• Provide and secure housing contracts and security deposits, from the undergraduate tenants;
• Authority to authorize and pay expenses incurred to rectify immediate maintenance needs;
• Secure and monitor the facility during extended school breaks;
• Rent collection; 
• Complete an initial walk through and check out process with each tenant.  Any tenant related damage then will be 

deducted from the security deposit held

Strategic Assessment – 5%:  A strategic assessment is a three-prong educational process developed for volunteer 
housing corporations by Pennington & Company, the leader in fraternity and sorority fundraising.  The process utilizes 
extensive organizational research, a written survey of the housing corporation board members, discussions with local 
volunteers and campus officials and a review of the most current insurance inspections on file.  Its intent is to assist 
the volunteer housing corporation become a more effective landlord by teaching them how to operate as a business.  
The assessment will help them:
• Know what they are supposed to do;
• How to do it;
• Why they should do it; 
• Fully understand there are obstacles beyond their control; and
• Develop long term plans for the future of their facility.

The discount provided to a housing corporation that utilizes this tool will be provided for the first policy term, full or 
partial, and the next full term.  The discount will not exceed the actual cost of the strategic assessment whether real-
ized in the first partial term or proportionally in the second full policy term. 

Multiple Building Discount – 5%:   Provides clients with multiple facilities with common ownership insured in the 
FPMA program with an additional savings. 



We are happy to welcome Mary K. Mashek to the Holmes Murphy Team.  She has been in the insurance industry for 
twenty years and looks forward to advocating for you.  She brings knowledge and experience from Zurich Recovery 
Services where she managed subrogation files for the Property, Auto, Inland and Ocean Marine lines of business.  She 
gained further knowledge as a claims adjuster handling homeowner claims with Stillwater Insurance Group. 

Mary K. is proud to call herself a veteran of the USAF and was fortunate to travel the world and experience different 
cultures during her enlistment.  Free time is spent with her family which includes her husband, four children and at last 
count, seven grandchildren.

Rob Meraz, Senior Claims Consultant, will be available to assist you if Mary K. is unavailable.

Mary K. Mashek can be reached at 402-898-5500 & mmashek@
holmesmurphy.com
Rob Meraz can be reached at 402-898-4189 & rmeraz@holmesmurphy.com 
If calling after-hours, please call 402-898-4189
Claims can also be reported through our website:
www.holmesmurphyfraternity.com | www.holmesmurphysorority.com

And don’t forget, while we hope that your properties will remain safe and sound during the break period, if your property 
does suffer damage, we have partnered with ServiceMaster Recovery Management (SRM) to provide emergency repairs 
and water remediation work immediately following a loss resulting in damage to your facility.  The toll-free number for 
SRM is 1-888-927-4877.  

HOLMES MURPHY WELCOMES NEW SENOIR CLAIMS ACCOUNT MANAGER
HELP US WELCOME MARY K. MASHEK

Founded to serve the needs of fraternal organizations. Committed to improving the risk management and educational programs of clients.
10707 Pacific Street, Suite 200
Omaha, NE 68114
www.holmesmurphyfraternity.com | www.holmesmurphysorority.com 
800.736.4327

NEED PROPERTY OR LIABILITY INSURANCE?
Our FPMA Insurance Program is just what you need!

For more information/quotation contact:
Cynde Glantz 

cglantz@holmesmurphy.com |  1.800.736-4327 ext. 4191
www.holmesmurphyfraternity.com  |  www.holmesmurphysorority.com


