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Are Baltimore’s poorest residents safer with more sprinklers and fewer renovations or more renovations and fewer sprinklers?  We need to know that before lives are unnecessarily lost.  
Delay the vote on Bill10-0437, the Sprinkler Bill, until we get that answer.
When it comes to adverse unintended consequences, the sprinkler bill is the mother of them all.  There are thousands and thousands of houses with faulty wiring that cause fatal fires. 
How many Baltimore City rowhomes rehabbed to code have had fires that caused a fatality? Are there any in the last year? 
So what this bill requiring sprinklers in rowhomes will do is drive rehabbers out of the poorest neighborhoods, where the most dangerous, life-threatening wire conditions exist.  And all for sprinklers that will never be put in these houses.  
The bill for this sprinkler law will come due on the back of the poorest of the poor in Baltimore, and it will be paid with lost and destroyed lives.
Here’s a major rehabber’s take on the proposed bill:

Streets will have to be dug up and larger pipes installed to meet the flow test. This work can only be done by a few city vendors and is very costly. The cost is one issue but the delays just keep adding to the cost. Most smaller rehabbers will not know this process and will struggle with not only the increase costs but with the process itself. I have done many units that require sprinkler systems and can show you the real added costs and time delays. 

On another note since 2004 and close to 1000 rehabs we have yet to have a fire. I'm not sure what the motivating factor behind this bill is but statistics don't support this. Old unrehabbed houses catch on fire. New houses built to code don't have issues. I personally can say we will not do anymore if this bill passes - we can't afford it.

Matt
DELAY THE VOTE ON THE SPRINKLER BILL!
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Delay the vote on  Bill10-0437, the Sprinkler Bill
The cost of the sprinklers is more than just the installation (and that cost --the cost of installation -- will go up if this bill passes)
The all-in cost, meaning design, installation and retrofitting of water lines, is estimated variously at $7,500 to $15,000
There is an invisible army of rehabbers renovating hundreds – many hundreds -- of derelict and marginally habitable houses in the city.  While every renovation is unique, the ‘sweet spot’ renovation, that is, the one that requires (i) the simplest permitting, (ii) the quickest work timeline and (iii) the highest return to the rehabber for the effort and money, is one that involves 
1. new kitchen
1. new bath
1. new electric
1. new HVAC

The cost of that sweet spot renovation is $20,000 to $30,000.   The sprinkler requirement would increase the cost of renovation somewhere between the following percentages:
1. based on the low rehab estimate ($20,000) and the high sprinkler estimate ($15,000), a 75% increase
1. based on the high rehab estimate ($30,000) and the low sprinkler estimate ($7,500), a 25% increase

More fundamentally from the standpoint of all-in cost, a lot of marginal deals – and most deals in the poor sections of the city are marginal – this will knock many if not most out.  Ominously, what little rehab activity there is in the very poorest neighborhoods with the highest number of vacant houses will disappear.  Rehabbers are going to have to stick to areas where there is more of a proven market and a greater likelihood of profit.  
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It’s faulty wiring and faulty heating systems that cause fires and other safety hazards in substandard housing, lot’s more than would be prevented by installing sprinklers.  A  lot of the rehabs of houses with dangerous wiring and heating plants won’t happen if, in order to replace the wiring and furnace, the rehabber has to install sprinklers. 
The sprinkler requirement will result in irresponsible rehabbers attempting unpermitted, and therefore uninspected, more dangerous renovations.
The profit on the resale of a renovated house in a low income neighborhood will typically be $20,000 or $30,000 in an absolute best case, and often less than $10,000 or even nothing.   So the anticipated cost of the sprinkler will take away a huge part of the profit incentive for rehabbers.  And, as stated above, the works impact will be seen – or rather NOT seen, as in NO RENOVATIONS – in the toughest, neediest neighborhoods.
Because of the financial crisis, bank credit for investor loans on residential properties in low income areas has all but disappeared.  As a result of a shortage of bank credit, values for low income rentals, even renovated houses with good tenants, has sagged.   So the costs of sprinkler systems will be felt most dramatically at the rental (as opposed to sale to owner/occupant) end of the market, meaning, again, the poorest neighborhoods with the highest incidence of outdated wiring and heating systems.
Consider the typical renovated Baltimore City two or three story row house with a 400-600 square foot footprint, front and rear door and window escape routes, up-to-date electrical and heating plant and up-to-date smoke and carbon monoxide detectors.  What do the experts say about the net benefit of sprinkler systems, in light of the many houses that WON’T be retrofitted with up-to-date electrical, heating and smoke and carbon monoxide detectors, and, sadly, the renovations attempted without proper permits and inspections?
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