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Report To: SCOTTISH FIRE AND RESCUE SERVICE BOARD 

Report No: B/PP/01-15 

Date: 30 JULY 2015 

Report By: ACO LEWIS RAMSAY, DIRECTOR OF PREVENTION AND 
PROTECTION 

 

Subject: FATAL FIRES ANALYSIS 2013/14 & 2014/15 

 

1. PURPOSE 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to provide an overview of the fire deaths that occurred in 

incidents attended by the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service (SFRS) during the 

reporting period 2013/14 and 2014/15.  

1.2 It also provides information on the factors and conditions found to present before, 

and during these incidents, which may have contributed to either the fire starting or 

the fatality occurring.    

1.3 The SFRS will use the findings from this, and future, reports to develop its learning, 

and to increase its understanding, of who is likely to become a victim of fire.  These 

findings will form the basis upon which it will work with partners to share information, 

target resources, and jointly assess and reduce the specific risks to individuals and 

communities.    

 

2. RECOMMENDATIONS 

2.1 The Board is invited to note: 

(a) The trend of fatal fires during the reporting period of 2013/14 and 2014/15 

and, specifically, the causal and contributory factors associated with them; 

(b) The wider preventable work of the SFRS to reduce the number of fatal fires 

occurring, and to contribute to improving the general safety of people in their 

home. 

 

Agenda 

Item:  22 
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3. INTRODUCTION 

3.1 The report is primarily concerned with those fires which are deemed to potentially 

have been preventable, defined as ‘fires where the SFRS, or other partner agencies, 

could have identified the individuals and implemented intervention strategies which 

may have minimised the chances of a fire taking place’.  Non preventable fires have 

been deemed to be ‘fires in which interventions by either the SFRS, or partner 

agencies, would not necessarily have affected the fire fatality outcome’. 

3.2 Fire Investigation (FI) is a key function of the SFRS, and specific powers are 

contained within the Fire (Scotland) Act 2005 to enable officers to investigate fires.  

The creation of the SFRS has yielded immediate benefits in terms of the availability 

of specialist FI services, which are now provided across the country.  Since the 

inception of the SFRS in April 2013, FI teams have been deployed into areas where 

previously services were not readily available, including remote, rural and island 

communities. 

3.3 The report summarises the findings of the SFRS’s FI officers in relation to those fatal 

fires investigated during the reporting period, and provides data relating to previous 

years, where available.  The findings contained within the report form the basis upon 

which the Service’s Community Safety Engagement and Fire Safety Enforcement 

activities are identified and progressed. 

 

4. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

4.1 During 2013/14, the first year of the SFRS, the Service was able to report that the 

number of fire related fatalities in Scotland was 31, the lowest ever annual total.  As a 

comparison, the average number of fire deaths over the previous 5 years was 57.  

Despite the continuing downward trend of the annual number of fire fatalities, this 

figure of 31 for 2013/14 would provide a challenging target to improve upon in future 

years, primarily due to the expected demographic change in Scotland.  

4.2 This change has been highlighted within the paper, Demographic Change in 

Scotland, jointly produced by the Offices of the Chief Researcher and the Chief 

Economic Adviser, which comments that the size and age structure of the population 

will have implications on the demand for public services and public spending.  

Specifically, it states that, by 2033, a 50% increase is expected in the number of 

people aged over 60.  Additionally, while over 60s account for around 17% of the 

population, this increases to 21% in rural areas.  (This report highlights that of the 28 

preventable fire deaths that occurred during 2014/15, 23 of those (82%) were over 60 

years of age). 
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4.3 During 2014/15, the number of fire related fatalities in Scotland was 41, a 32% 

increase on 2013/14.  Whilst showing an increase on the previous year, the total 

figure of 41 still represents a 28% reduction on the 5-year average figure (2008/09 - 

2012/13) of 57.  Of the 41 fatalities, 10 have been as a result of people using fire as a 

means to commit suicide (previous average yearly totals are between 2 and 4 

occurrences of suicide by fire).  Normally our reporting processes record these 10 

deaths as being ‘non preventable’. 

4.4 Investigations into the circumstances of each of the 41 fatalities found that a number 

of those were already known to other public service and third sector organisations, 

but not to the SFRS.  Contributory factors and circumstances identified across the 

fire fatalities include age, mental health, mobility, living alone, smoking and alcohol 

use. 

4.5 The SFRS is therefore seeing a continuing trend in relation to fire fatalities, involving 

those contributory factors outlined above, and believe this trend is unlikely to alter 

significantly unless a consistent and collaborative approach is taken by all interested 

parties across the public, private and third sector. 

4.6 2014/15 saw a significant increase in the number of fire fatalities occurring in 

bungalows or cottages in remote rural locations.  Where a fire fatality occurred in a 

dwelling, over 70% had a smoke alarm installed which operated; however, in many 

cases, not within the room where the fatality was found.  The SFRS will therefore 

promote the installation of fire detection within domestic properties to match the 

Technical Standard BS 5839-6: 2013, where a joint assessment identifies high risk 

cases. 

4.7 There is an indication that automatic fire suppression may have prevented a number 

of fire fatalities occurring, and the Service will therefore continue to work in 

partnership with Scottish Government and the British Automatic Fire Sprinkler 

Association (BAFSA) to support the provision of Automatic Life Safety Suppression 

Systems in dwellings based on an assessment of risk. 

4.8 There was a notable increase in the fire fatalities occurring across the North Service 

Delivery Area (SDA).  During 2013/14 there were 6 reported fire fatalities in the SDA; 

however, 2014/15 saw this rise to 14 (see Appendix A).  Local Senior Officers (LSOs) 

are engaging with the local communities, and partner organisations, to develop plans 

through education and empowerment to continue the work to improve the safety of 

those communities. 
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5. OVERVIEW OF TOTALS 

   

 

5.1 During 2013/14, the first year of the SFRS, there were 31 fire fatalities reported in 

Scotland.  This figure is the lowest ever recorded number of fire deaths and 

represents a reduction of 34% from the previous year’s total of 47. 

5.2 During 2014/15, there were 41 fire fatalities, which, despite being an increase of 32% 

compared with 2013/14, represents a 28% reduction against 57, the average of the 5 

years immediately preceding the SFRS.   

5.3 To place this in context, according to national (UK) fire statistics, Scotland has 

historically experienced a consistently higher fire fatality rate compared to the rest of 

the UK.  For example, in 2007/08 fire fatality rates in Scotland were 9.6 per million 

population (pmp), compared to the rate for the rest of the UK of 3.5 pmp.  This gap 

has, however, closed in recent years.  In 2013/14 fire fatality rates in Scotland were 

6.2 pmp, compared to 5.5 pmp in Wales and 5.1 pmp in England.  

5.4 In 2013/14, of the 31 fire fatalities; almost 81% were regarded as being preventable.  

During 2014/15, this had reduced to 70% of the total of 41.  Ten of the non-

preventable deaths in 2014/15 occurred as a result of the deliberate use of fire with 

the intention of self-harm or suicide.  Although recorded as being non-preventable, 

the SFRS will engage with relevant partner agencies to attempt to reduce these 

occurrences, of which the contributory factors may be complex.   

5.5 92% of the 25 preventable fire fatalities in 2013/14 occurred as a result of accidental 

dwelling fires.  This figure remained consistent in 2014/15, with 93% of the 29 

preventable fire fatalities occurring as a result of accidental dwelling fires.  
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6. PROPERTY TYPE 

 

6.1 Over the 2-year period, of the preventable fire fatalities that occurred as a result of 

accidental dwelling house fires, a number occurred in flatted or assisted living 

premises.  During 2013/14, 2 of these occurred in sheltered housing accommodation, 

and 9 within Registered Social Landlord (RSL) properties.  During 2014/15, these 

figures were 4 and 9 respectively.  

6.2 2014/15 saw a significant increase in the number of fire fatalities occurring in 

detached dwellings, with all 6 of these being within bungalows or cottages in remote 

rural locations, compared with none during 2013/14. 

6.3 In 2014/15, one fire fatality occurred within a hospital, which the Fire (Scotland) Act 

2005 determines as being a relevant premises, where a duty exists on the 

owner/occupier to carry out an assessment of the premises for the purpose of 

identifying any risks to the safety of persons in respect of harm caused by fire in the 

premises. 

 

  

Property type 

2013/14

2014/15
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7. AGE & GENDER 

 

7.1 In the 5 years preceding the SFRS, males accounted for over 60% of fire fatalities.  

This trend has continued during 2014/15, with males accounting for 65% of all fire 

deaths.  2013/14, however, saw an exception to this trend with females accounting 

for 64% of preventable fire deaths. 

7.2 An area of greater concern to the SFRS is the age of the significant majority of the 

fire fatalities.  Of the total number of preventable fire deaths recorded during 2013/14, 

60% were aged 60 years and over.  In 2014/15, this figure increased to 82%.  

However, it is recognised that old age on its own is not the sole cause of fire deaths 

and, taking into account the analysis of other contributory factors, it can be seen that 

issues such as living alone, smoking, mobility and poor health can also contribute to 

fire deaths. 

 

8. PRIMARY CAUSES  

 

8.1 In 2013/14, the single highest identified primary cause of fatal fires was attributed to 

smoking materials, which accounted for 68% of the total across Scotland.  This figure 
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is an increase compared with previous years’ findings and is in direct conflict with the 

introduction of Reduced Ignition Propensity (RIP), or ‘fire safe’ cigarettes, which are 

considered to be safer when left unattended.  

 

 

8.2 In 2014/15, the single highest identified primary cause of fatal fires was again 

attributed to smoking materials; however, this fell to 53% of the preventable fire 

deaths across Scotland.  Whilst 2014/15 has seen a reduction in fatal fires attributed 

to smokers’ materials from 2013/14, the statistic remains high when considered 

against the introduction of RIP cigarettes.  The SFRS, therefore, intend to review this 

trend and conduct a separate study in order to consider the facts and make further 

recommendations. 

 

9. CONTRIBUTORY FACTORS 

9.1 In addition to the identification of the primary cause of fatal fires, the FI teams also 

investigate, and report on, any other conditions or factors which were present and 

deemed to be potentially contributory factors towards the fire or fatality occurring, 

many of which may be regarded as relating to health or lifestyle. 

9.2 The following graph displays the number of fatal fires, during 2014/15, in which each 

factor was found to be present, and were considered to play a contributing part in 

either the fire starting or the fatality occurring.  It should be noted that the majority of 

fatalities were found to have been caused, either directly or indirectly, by more than 

one contributing factor.  
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9.3 During 2014/15, it has been identified that the most commonly recurring factors that 

were present, or were known to have contributed to Scotland’s fire fatalities, were 

living alone, smoking, alcohol, poor mobility and health issues (including mental 

health).    

9.4 Other factors which can increase a person’s risk of experiencing a fire include living a 

chaotic lifestyle and impaired judgement due to drink or drugs consumption. 

 

10. DETECTION 

10.1 Living rooms were the most common room of origin of fatal fires.  This trend has 

been previously acknowledged, with modern building standards requiring fire alarms 

to be fitted in principal habitable rooms in new homes. 

10.2 Smoke alarm detection was fitted in 90% of dwellings where a fire fatality occurred 

and the alarm operated and raised the alarm on over 70% of occasions.  However, 

other than in the incidents involving Care Home and Sheltered Housing 

accommodations, of the fatal fire incidents, there was no smoke detection fitted to 

any room of origin of fire. 

10.3 Despite the high percentage of homes having smoke alarm detection fitted, the 

following factors were found to be the case in the majority of the fatal fires: 

 The fatality was in the room of fire origin which had no fire alarm detection fitted; 

 The fatality was incapacitated as a result of age-related immobility issues or 

through drink or drug consumption, thus severely limiting their ability to respond 

to the alarm actuation. 
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10.4 During the reporting period covering 2013/14 and 2014/15, where smoke detection 

was fitted in a property and it failed to operate and raise the alarm, the reasons for 

this were recorded as being: 

 Missing battery from alarm; 

 Detector disconnected from mains electricity; 

 Defective Tele-care system, or system design issues; 

 Unable to test operability. 

10.5 It should be noted that, in relation to detection in fatal fire incidents, figures for 

accurate comparison against previous years were unavailable at this stage.   

10.6 During investigations into fatal fires, the SFRS’s FI officers make professional 

judgements, based on the evidence available to them, and will report on whether a 

sprinkler system, had it been fitted within the property at the time of the fire, may 

have altered the outcome of the fire, and prevented the fatality occurring as a result.  

Results of these determinations indicate that many fatalities may have been 

prevented had a sprinkler system been fitted.   

  

11. SEASONAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

11.1 It was noted that, during 2013/14, there was no particular month in which there was 

an unusually high occurrence of fire fatalities.  However, in 2014/15, there was a 

general increase in fatal fires during the traditional winter months (November through 

to March). 

 

12. PREVENTATIVE ACTIONS AND INITIATIVES 

12.1 The following paragraphs outline the specific preventative work which the SFRS will 

continue to lead and progress to reduce the number of fire fatalities, and casualties, 

Fire Fatalities by Month 

2013/14

2014/15
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in Scotland.  This will build on the work progressed from the ‘Scotland Together’ 

report, commissioned in 2008 by the Scottish Government, which produced a number 

of recommendations, designed to improve outcomes for the people of Scotland.  The 

work is included within, and will be reported from, the objectives contained in the 

SFRS’s Annual Operating Plan, the Prevention & Protection Directorate’s annual plan 

and the Business Engagement Forum’s action plan.  

12.2 The SFRS will continue to work effectively with a wide range of partner organisations, 

particularly Health authorities and the voluntary sector to identify persons at high risk 

due to their health and care issues, and to continue to reduce the number of fire 

related deaths across our communities.  Particular focus will be given to the issues 

surrounding the perceived increase in the use of fire as a means of committing 

suicide.    

12.3 The SFRS will continue to drive the work of phase 2 of the Scottish Government’s 

Building Safer Communities Programme (BSCP), which aims to reduce unintentional 

physical and psychological harm that could have been predicted or prevented.  In this 

regard, the Service will progress pilot programmes in key areas to form partnerships 

which share data, identify individuals at high risk and target resources and initiatives 

to reduce the impact of the contributory factors identified, and increase the safety of 

people in their homes.  

12.4 The SFRS is also taking some early action to influence this direction; including 

promoting the assessment of fire safety, with regard to vulnerable adults, as an 

essential element of discharge from acute care and/or care planning. 

12.5 The BSCP will provide the platform upon which to progress arrangements to improve 

home safety, in particular by developing a multi-agency approach to home safety 

assessments where an individual’s risk is assessed by all relevant agencies, and 

appropriate mitigating action taken. 

12.6 The SFRS will continue the work to gain access to relevant and accurate health 

information held by Health authorities and GPs to assist in identifying those most at 

risk. 

12.7 The SFRS will proactively engage with Health partners at strategic level, and will 

develop close working relationships with, and seek influencing roles on, local 

integrated HSC partnership working groups.  

12.8 The SFRS will identify best practice in LSO areas for successful referrals of those 

most at risk.  For example, in the City of Edinburgh and Midlothian, the Service has 

joint referral agreements with Social Services for care alarm systems.  Stirling, 

Clackmannanshire and Glasgow City have a similar referral agreement with local 

housing associations. 
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12.9 Multi-agency case studies and case conferences will continue to be held with clear 

actions and lessons learned shared across the SFRS, and with partners.  

12.10 The SFRS will evaluate joint initiatives and activities, using accurate data on 

performance and outcomes, to identify those which are having a positive impact.    

12.11 The SFRS’s Community Safety Engagement Safer Homes team will continue to form 

strong relationships with RSLs to improve safety in their premises, and reduce the 

number of accidental dwelling fires. 

12.12 The SFRS will continue to target Community Safety Engagement activity through a 

series of seasonal Thematic Action Plans which will ensure multi-agency action plans 

are put in place to raise awareness of the increased fire risk during each season.  

Fire safety campaigns will continue to be designed around keeping older people safe 

in the community, focussing on those living alone and in remote rural areas, and 

highlighting to the public the direct link between smoking and accidental house fires. 

12.13 Whenever deemed appropriate by the HFSV risk assessment, the SFRS will promote 

the installation of fire detection in domestic premises to match the Technical 

Standard BS 5839-6: 2013.  This recommends the installation of smoke detectors in 

circulation spaces between sleeping places and in those places where fires are more 

likely to start (kitchens and living rooms), on every floor, and in all habitable rooms.  It 

also recommends that heat detectors are fitted in kitchens.  The SFRS will also 

continue to advocate the use of linked fire alarms where appropriate, including the 

use of Tele-care and Tele-health systems. 

12.14 The SFRS will continue its Fire Safety Enforcement audit programme, based on risk, 

to protect building users and enable business compliance.  Specific premises types 

will continue to be targeted dependent upon the use of the building. 

12.15 Where fires occur in non-domestic premises, the property will automatically be 

audited to ensure the on-going provision of appropriate fire safety standards for 

employees and the general public. 

12.16 The SFRS will continue to work in partnership with the Scottish Government and 

BAFSA to support the provision of Automatic Life Safety Suppression Systems in 

dwellings based on an assessment of risk.  This work will also be reflected within the 

action plan of the Business Engagement Forum, and will take into account the 

Government’s recent research project to ‘Review the Cost Effectiveness of Sprinklers 

in Residential Properties’   

12.17 The SFRS will review the trend of cigarettes continuing to cause the highest number 

of fatal fires, particularly considering the introduction of RIP cigarettes, and will make 

further recommendations based on the review. 
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13 EMPLOYEE IMPLICATIONS 

13.1 There are no direct employee implications associated with this report. 

 

14 FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

14.1 There are no direct financial implications associated with this report. 

 

15 EQUALITY IMPLICATIONS 

15.1 There are no direct equality implications for SFRS personnel associated with this 

report; however, much of the preventative work and initiatives outlined within section 

12 are designed to reduce inequalities in Scotland.  Additionally, the preventative 

work, and safety messages provided, will require to be designed and delivered to 

ensure that they can be understood by the various groups for which they are 

intended, and will have a positive impact. 

 
16 CORE BRIEF 

16.1 The Director of Prevention & Protection presented the Fatal Fires Analysis report 

covering the periods of 2013/14 and 2014/15.  The report highlighted the total fire 

fatalities over this period, as well as providing information on the causes and 

contributory factors associated with these incidents.  The report also detailed a series 

of preventative actions and initiatives, based on the findings, which will continue to be 

progressed by the SFRS to reduce the number of fire fatalities, and casualties, 

across Scotland. 

 
 
 
 
ACO LEWIS RAMSAY  
Director of Prevention and Protection 
 
30 July 2015 
 
 
(For further information, please contact: 
Business Support Team, SFRS HQ, 5 Whitefriars Crescent, Perth PH2 0PA 
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Appendix A 

Breakdown of all fire deaths per LSO area (2013/14 & 2014/15): 

 

NORTH SDA FIRE DEATHS 

2013/14 2014/15 

 
PREVENTABLE 

NON 
PREVENTABLE 

 
PREVENTABLE 

NON 
PREVENTABLE 

ABERDEEN CITY 1 0 2 1 

ABERDEENSHIRE & MORAY 3 0 4 0 

DUNDEE, ANGUS, PERTH & KINROSS 1 0 3 0 

HIGHLANDS 1 0 4 0 

WESTERN ISLES, ORKNEY & 
SHETLAND ISLANDS 

0 0 0 0 

TOTAL 6 0 13 1 

 

EAST SDA FIRE DEATHS 

2013/14 2014/15 

 
PREVENTABLE 

NON 
PREVENTABLE 

 
PREVENTABLE 

NON 
PREVENTABLE 

CITY OF EDINBURGH 2 2 4 0 

FIFE 2 0 1 2 

EAST LOTHIAN, MID LOTHIAN, 
SCOTTISH BORDERS 

2 0 1 1 

FALKIRK & WEST LOTHIAN 3 0 0 0 

STIRLING & CLACKMANNANSHIRE 0 1 1 0 

TOTAL 9 3 7 3 

 

WEST SDA FIRE DEATHS 

2013/14 2014/15 

 
PREVENTABLE 

NON 
PREVENTABLE 

 
PREVENTABLE 

NON 
PREVENTABLE 

DUMFRIES AND GALLOWAY 0 0 3 0 

CITY OF GLASGOW 3 2 1 1 

ARGYLL & BUTE, EAST & WEST 
DUNBARTONSHIRE  

0 0 0 2 

EAST, NORTH & SOUTH AYRSHIRE 3 1 1 3 

EAST RENFREWSHIRE, 
RENFREWSHIRE & INVERCLYDE 

1 0 1 1 

NORTH LANARKSHIRE 1 0 2 1 

SOUTH LANARKSHIRE 2 0 1 0 

TOTAL 10 3 9 8 

 

 


