FIRE SPRINKLERS
IN SINGLE-FAMILY HOMES
AN ISSUE BR IEF B Y T HE MA STER BU ILDER S ASSOC IAT ION OF
K ING AND SNOHO M ISH COUNT IES

BACKGROUND
Since 2010, a local option to the International Residential Code (IRC) has been in
effect in Washington state, whereby local governments can decide whether to
mandate fire sprinklers in single-family homes. Local governments no longer need to
seek approval from the State Building Code Council before implementing a sprinkler
mandate, as was the case previously. Today, nine Washington cities have a sprinkler
ordinance in effect requiring sprinklers in all new single-family homes, including
Bonney Lake, Camus, DuPont, Kenmore, Mercer Island, Olympia, Redmond, Tukwila,
and Washougal. Several other cities require sprinklers in single-family homes over a
certain size. For example, the city of Kirkland requires sprinklers in all homes with a
gross floor area over 5,000 square feet.
For townhouses, the 2018 IRC states in R313.1 that an automatic residential fire
sprinkler system shall be installed in a townhouse unit, while granting the following two
exceptions. A fire sprinkler system is not required:
1. “Where additions or alterations are made to an existing townhouse unit that
does not have an automatic residential fire sprinkler system installed,” and
2. In “townhouse buildings containing no more than four townhouse units.” 1

POSITION
The Master Builders Association of King and Snohomish Counties (MBAKS) has long
opposed mandatory fire sprinklers in single-family homes. Our association strongly
supports the safety of the entire community. We do not, however, support mandating
fire sprinklers in single-family homes because we believe fire safety can be effectively
provided without mandating costly fire sprinkler systems.
Newer homes are built to a series of building codes explicitly designed to make homes
safer, with specificity on fire safety. Considering modern building techniques,
materials, and other advances in technology, we believe that requiring smoke alarms
(including efforts to retrofit older structures) and educating the public on the
importance of keeping these alarms working offers the most cost-effective protection
from fire-related deaths. In fact, of all the fire safety tools available today, installing and
maintaining smoke alarms is the most practical and proven way to reduce home
fatalities in the U.S. Smoke alarms save lives.
Given the many challenges our region faces in providing an adequate supply of
affordable housing, we are concerned that adding the cost of sprinklers to new homes
will have immediate, negative impacts on the cost of housing (affordability) and
homeownership (attainability). Owning a home is the most valuable asset many
people will have. We believe consumers should have the choice as to whether or not
to install sprinklers and assume the cost, as well as the responsibility for maintaining
See Washington State Building Code, Chapter 51-51 WAC, 2018 International Residential Code, First
Edition, Washington State Building Code Council https://sbcc.wa.gov/sites/default/files/202007/2018_IRC_Insert%20Pages_2ndprb.pdf
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these systems. Price escalation due to regulatory mandates negatively impacts the ability of many to
afford to own a home now and in the future. We are very concerned about the significant impact on
housing affordability.
Ensuring that every home in the United States had at least one working smoke alarm would save
hundreds of lives every year. This measure would benefit everyone—not just those who can afford a new
home with fire sprinklers.

COST OF SPRINKLERS UNPREDICTABLE
Fire sprinkler supporters argue that the cost to install sprinklers is not substantial, averaging $1.35 per
sprinklered square foot. 2 We believe residential fire sprinklers are a significant expense, and that they can
be much higher when you factor in all related costs.
Installation costs will vary depending on the architecture of the house, local requirements, permit fees,
and other factors. Based on our own research conducted in 2016, and a more recent example from 2020,
the total cost for sprinklers could be more than $10,000 per home in some cases. While legislation
adopted by the 2016 Legislature would address one specific barrier to sprinkler implementation related to
water meters, MBAKS’ underlying concerns about cost remain. Homebuilders cannot financially bear the
increased cost to build a house if it cannot be passed on to homebuyers in the form of increased home
prices.
Four examples of actual sprinkler installation costs in the Puget Sound region serve to illustrate just how
expensive they are:
•

City of Kirkland: In 2020, one homeowner opted to install fire sprinklers in their new house
(2,700 sf with a 550 sf sprinklered garage). $7,500 was initially budgeted for installation, but the
homeowner was later informed the water line wasn’t large enough, so they had to either upsize
the line and potentially repave their street the full length of the block (dependent on the extent of
excavation required) or put in an on-site water tank and pump system the size of two water
heaters. They opted for the tank, which cost $14,424 (including redesign fees and project
management). Additional electrical, permitting, and water meter costs brought the total cost for
the system to over $23,200, before tax.

•

City of Redmond: One builder was quoted $5,200 for an automatic fire sprinkler system in a
3,106-square-foot home in the city of Redmond. (The home also has a 908-square-foot garage
that has sprinklers installed). The quote, prepared in February 2014, was for a flow-through
sprinkler system, meaning it uses the same meter as the domestic water supply. Factoring in the
sales tax of approximately $500, plus a $550 permit fee and $125 cost for tenting insulation over
sprinkler pipes in the attic, the total cost was closer to $6,375 per home. 3

•

City of Kenmore: Another example illustrating the cost of fire sprinklers is for a 3,600-squarefoot single-family home in the city of Kenmore. The builder of this project received a bid in
October 2015 for $6,562. Factoring in the additional fees associated with the sprinkler system,
the total cost is on the order of $7,577. This particular project is located within the Northshore
Utility District, which allows flow-through sprinkler systems. The bid does not include design fees
for the system. 4

•

City of Kirkland: In September 2015, a builder was invoiced $10,700 to install fire sprinklers in a
new 4,100-square foot single-family home located in the city of Kirkland (Northshore Utility
District). This was a flow-through system. The builder was charged $8,650 for a second, 3,000-

Home Fire Sprinkler Cost Assessment—2013. Final Report, Prepared by Newport Partners on behalf of the Fire Protection
Research Foundation, Sept. 2013.
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square-foot home in the same project. In addition to this expense, the builder incurred added hard
costs associated with upsizing the water meter (typically from ¾ meter to 1” meter) and the water
line (from 1” to 1 ½”). Though harder to quantify, it is important to note the soft costs associated
with the fire sprinkler permit, 5 including the increased timeline needed to obtain the permit and
undergo the necessary inspections and testing that are performed at “rough in” and final
inspection. Homes with sprinklers can take longer to build due to the additional permit and
testing, which adds to the overall cost of building the home. In this example, the builder estimates
this process added a month to the timeline, resulting in several thousand dollars in added
carrying costs. 6
This additional cost prices out many would-be home buyers—and doesn’t even include the additional cost
of regular maintenance to keep the sprinklers operating effectively.

MAINTENANCE ISSUES PRESENT CHALLENGE
In order to function properly, residential sprinkler systems require ongoing monthly and yearly consumer
maintenance. Maintaining a residential fire sprinkler system is not the same as maintaining a smoke
alarm system. The fire sprinkler valves must be checked periodically to verify the system is activated.
Sprinkler heads must be checked to make sure they are clear of obstacles. Homeowners must be careful
not to block them or paint over them.
Mandating sprinklers on homeowners adds ongoing maintenance costs, creating a financial burden that
goes beyond the initial installation costs of these systems. We do not believe it is realistic to impose this
maintenance regime on homebuyers. Rather, consumers should have the choice as to whether or not to
install sprinklers and assume the necessary maintenance.

RESIDENTIAL FIRE SPRINKLERS AREN’T DESIGNED
TO SAVE PROPERTY
In some cases, fire sprinklers increase property loss because of the significant water damage they can
cause. If the occupants are away or in a different part of the house—or if they accidentally discharge—the
amount of water released can be considerable.

FIRE SAFETY HAS IMPROVED DRAMATICALLY
WITHOUT SPRINKLER REQUIREMENT
New homes are safer today than ever before because of safety-focused building codes, new building
techniques, and advances in technology.
These include technological advances in heating and electrical systems, fire-resistant building materials,
new building techniques (fire stopping, fire blocking, and draft-stopping), and, most importantly, hardwired
smoke alarm systems, which are required in code.

MBAKS CONTACTS
For more information, please visit mbaks.com/advocacy or contact our government affairs representative
for your jurisdiction at 425.451.7920.
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