
Tragedies shouldn’t 

be repeated!
Th at’s especially true when 
there’s been a loss of life. And 
South Carolina newspapers, 
including this newspaper, 
believe that sometimes there 
are lessons to be learned that 
will save lives in the future.
A deep sense of loss enveloped Charleston aft er nine city 
fi refi ghters died in the Sofa Super Store fi re last June. Th ou-
sands turned out for services. 

At the same time, Post and Courier reporters began to bring 
a harrowing picture into focus: Th e fi refi ghters and their 
leaders did many things wrong, ignoring modern fi refi ght-
ing advances.

But the newspaper used S.C.’s Freedom of Information Act 
to help reveal what went so wrong and why. Th e fi re chief 
had imposed a gag order on his men and stopped providing 
public records, forcing use of the FOIA.

Th e inquiry revealed that:

Many businesses do not have fi re sprinklers – the best • 
known means to suppress fi res – because the city’s water 
department charged user fees that can cost a business 
$56,000.  Th ose fees were dropped aft er that report.

Th e fi re department’s training was lax and insular. Train-• 
ing has been upgraded.

Th e department uses attack hoses that are too small. Th e • 
small hoses have been replaced.

Th e department has thermal imaging cameras to locate • 
fi res, but didn’t use them in the sofa store fi re. City fi re-
fi ghters now are required to use the cameras.

Th e department’s main supply hoses restrict the amount • 
of water fi refi ghters can get from fi re hydrants. Th e fi re 
hoses are being replaced.

Th e department doesn’t eff ectively communicate with • 
other departments providing mutual aid. Eff orts to im-
prove communication are now under way.

Th e department’s uniforms are not fi re-retardant and • 
can melt under heat, causing possible additional injury 
to fi refi ghters. Th e stories prompted a local businessman 
to donate $250,000 to help the fi re department buy fi re 
retardant uniforms.

Th e department’s fi re scene com-• 
mand system didn’t meet national 
standards. Th e fi re chief and his 
chief deputies went to Maryland for 
fi re command training.

Th e Charleston Post and Courier: 2007 
South Carolina Press Association FOI 
Award Winner.
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