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Fires pose the number one threat to homes. On an annual basis they cause an estimated 3,500 deaths and nearly $4 billion in property damage in the United States. Yet while most Americans take warnings about floods, earthquakes, tornadoes and hurricanes very seriously, warnings about home fires are routinely ignored.
Home fires are almost always preventable, if residents take time to learn how to avoid and survive a fire. Erie Insurance Group has a number of recommendations to keep the home fires from burning.
Fire Avoidance
The most common culprit in home fires is heating equipment. Follow these tips whenever heating equipment is in use: 
· Keep things that can burn away from space and portable heaters. 
· Hire a certified chimney sweep to clean and inspect the chimney regularly. 
· Inspect heating equipment regularly for proper design, installation and operation. 
· Install and fill both liquid- and gas-fueled heaters according to manufacturer's instructions. 
· Never leave auxiliary heating equipment unattended. 
Smoking, cooking and electrical appliances are the next most common cause of home fires. While much fire safety appears to be completely obvious, many people feel invulnerable and don't heed the warnings. Don't make the same mistake. 
· Don't overload wall outlets. 
· Don't use fuses rated too high for the circuit. 
· Don't use frayed electrical cords. 
· Don't run extension cords under rugs or furniture. 
More than 90 percent of fire deaths each year are a result of careless smoking. Don't allow smoking in your home. If you do, have plenty of ashtrays on hand. And never allow anyone to smoke while lying down.
Most home fires start in the kitchen. Here are some safety tips that should be part of every recipe: 
· Keep the stove clean and free of grease. 
· Keep the handles of pots and pans turned inward. 
· Keep all flammable material (including shirt sleeves) away from burners. 
· Keep a fire extinguisher rated for grease fires nearby. 
· Never store flammable liquids in the kitchen. 
· Never leave cooking unattended. 
Fire Survival
Most fires begin at night, between midnight and 4:00 a.m. So surviving a fire depends on being alert to it. In most of these fires, poisonous gases in the smoke can cause sleepers to fall into a deeper sleep. They are killed by the gases without even knowing there was a fire.
So smoke detectors are a must for your home. Install at least one smoke detector on each floor and one near each bedroom area. Check them regularly to make sure they are working, and change the batteries twice each year. It's easy to remember if batteries are changed when the clocks are changed in the spring and fall.
Another key to survival is escape, so rehearse your escape plan regularly. If an actual fire hits, you will only have seconds to react, and you will be faced with clouds of thick, black smoke. With escape the top priority, in most instances it's best to let fire fighters battle the fire. Follow the escape plan, call the fire department and then meet at a designated spot. Never re-enter the home.
If you decide to fight a small fire and think you have the proper equipment, know when to call for help. If more than a few seconds pass and the fire isn't out, call the fire department from a safe place.
Protecting Possessions
While prevention is the best protection against fires, precautions can be taken to protect possessions. A fire resistant safe or filing cabinet can help protect important documents like deeds, mortgages, titles for cars and birth certificates. Computer disks, home videos, and family photographs can also be kept safe this way. Just make sure you are using a safe specifically designed for such heat-sensitive items.
For added protection, make duplicates of these items and store the copies away from home in a secure location.
A basic precaution is to purchase a good homeowner's, tenant's or condominium owner's insurance policy. These usually come in two coverage varieties. "Named perils policies," specifically list the perils for which they provide coverage. "Open perils policies" provide coverage for all perils except those specifically listed as being excluded. There are also two main settlement varieties. Replacement cost settlements pay today's cost to rebuild or replace a structure with materials of like kind and quality. Actual cash value settlements deduct for depreciation.
Home fires are nothing to take lightly. Given the attention they warrant, they may never occur.
Erie Insurance Group, based in Erie Pennsylvania, is the thirteenth largest insurer of private passenger automobiles and the 23rd largest property/casualty insurer in the United States. Erie Insurance Group includes seven companies operating in the United States and the District of Columbia. 
For more information on fire safety, check out these sites:
Fire Safety for Older Americans
Fire Safety & Education from the U.S. Fire Administration
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