The Mechanicville Fire Department is pleased to provide a monthly series of fire prevention and safety tips to ensure that our citizens, as well as our homes and businesses, are protected from various hazards throughout the year.  To learn more about the department and to review past safety tips, please go to http://www.mechanicville.com/firedept/.  This month we will cover an important fire safety issue, clutter in the home.    

Aside from the life-threatening elements of flames and smoke, one of the biggest challenges that a firefighter may face is clutter that is encountered upon entering a home fire. Even during daylight hours, smoke will quickly obscure all vision inside a home and there is no way to predict how interior walls will be situated. Add to that the occupant’s placement of furniture and housekeeping habits and you have a serious race against time to navigate through the home, search for occupants and pets, and locate the fire.  Clutter in the way of a firefighter can create confusion and additional danger resulting in rescue efforts being significantly hampered.  Not only does the clutter make rescue and firefighting operations more difficult, it can also contribute to the fire hazard in the first place.  
Some of the most common types of clutter that pile up in homes are reading materials like newspapers and magazines that are collected by occupants. It is not uncommon to find piles of them stacked throughout some homes. Clutter has been known to block hallways resulting in entire sections of a home being inaccessible.  If a fire occurs in this environment, the clutter fuels the flames causing rapid expansion throughout the structure and making it difficult for occupants to escape. Other typical clutter includes piles of clothes, boxes and books.  The fire exposure to this clutter creates one problem, and then the collapse potential of the items when they get wet, soggy and heavy creates another.  Occupants and firefighters have been injured and trapped by these items falling on them.  
We are all guilty of accumulating some clutter in our lives, but if you take a little time to consider your clutter placement, you can make your home safer for your family. Make a habit of getting rid of items that you really do not use or plan on using. If you collect items that can pile up and take a lot of floor space, consider storing them in a garage or outdoor shed. You can also choose a room in the house that is not occupied for storing clutter items until you can get around to thinning out the pile.

Take a few minutes to walk around your home and ask yourself if you would be able to get out easily in the event of an emergency. Remember to consider all occupants in your home such as children, the elderly, the handicapped, and animals. Ask yourself also, if a rescuer would be able to find and reach you through the blinding conditions that a fire creates.  Make a point of creating a clear path to safety from anywhere in your home and that will also ensure that there is a clear path for firefighters as well.  
It is obvious that not all fires are avoidable; however, the rapid progression of these fires and enhanced danger created from the clutter is avoidable.  Please take the time to give yourselves and your firefighters a break and remove this hazard so it does not have the opportunity to add to the chaos that is already created during a home fire.  
On a special side note, this winter appears to be on pace to provide us with substantial snowfall.  Please prepare for an emergency ahead of time and keep snow away from the fire hydrant near your home.  The quicker we can access these hydrants, the more effective our operations will be.  Thank you and stay safe!
