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The Honorable Planning, Land Use, and Management Committee 
City of Los Angeles 
200 N. Spring Street 
Los Angeles, CA 90012

Los Angeles Fire Department Supplemental Report - CF 19-0401

Honorable Members:

In response to the Report of the Planning Department relative to sober living homes, community 
care facilities, group homes, and other alcohol and drug rehabilitation facilities, CF 19-0401, the 
Los Angeles Fire Department (LAFD) appreciates the opportunity to submit the following 
supplemental report. This report is hereby transmitted to the City Council’s Planning, Land Use, 
and Management Committee for consideration and approval.

Should you need additional information, please contact Battalion Chief Richard Fields, at (213) 
703-3478.

Sincerely,

RALPH M. TERRAZAS 
Fire Chief

AN EQUAL EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITY

http://www.lafd.org


SUMMARY

Addressing the needs of the City’s houseless population has and must continue to include the 
safety of persons experiencing homelessness. In the context of sheltering, it has been 
suggested and in some ways may be true that an individual sheltered in a fixed structure is 
“safer” than the same individual being sheltered in a temporary structure such as a tent 
outdoors. However, the lessons of Warwick, Rhode Island and Oakland, California are constant 
reminders that occupancy loads that overwhelm exit pathways and means of egress will yield 
only one result in the event of an emergency. The absence of regulation and process which 
emphasize minimum standards of safety is counter to every tenant of the City’s fight against 
homelessness. It is from this perspective that the LAFD offers the following comments to the 
Report of the Planning Department.

RESPONSE

Of greatest concern to the Fire Department is the absence of any formal City ordinance and 
process to ensure that a house used as a ‘facility’ for the provision of a service, whether that 
service be in relation to drug and alcohol abuse or sheltering of individuals who lack adequate 
shelter, regardless of the zoning of the location, or whether the facility is licensed or unlicensed, 
has met adequate fire and life safety standards to address the needs of occupants.

The “purpose” for which such a dwelling is used, and the nexus of such use to the number of 
occupants residing therein, should dictate the necessary standards. These homes are providing 
a service for which owners/operators are receiving or collecting monies. That certainly 
constitutes the operation of a business which requires oversight.

Presently, certain uses of residential homes require licensure from the State of California, and 
as a condition of issuance of said license, also require an initial, “one time” inspection (Fire 
Clearance) by the Agency Having Jurisdiction (AHJ) as a requirement for adhering to the 
California State Fire Marshal’s regulations for this type of use. These facilities are limited to 6 
or fewer residents unless there is a Change of Use or Conditional Use Permit granted.

Residential homes used for the provision of certain services not requiring State licensure 
receive no preliminary inspection or Fire Clearance from the Fire Department prior to beginning 
operations and housing large numbers of individuals. There are no specific requirements for 
adequate egress, no requirement for fire protection systems and no guidelines for proper 
occupancy loads. It has been the experience of the Fire Department, observed in responding to 
emergency calls for service, that the lack of regulation and/or oversight lends to habitual 
overcrowding of these occupancy types.

City-driven regulation and oversight yield 3 collateral advantages: First, it increases awareness 
of how these types of dwellings are being used; Second, it greatly enhances the situational 
awareness of first responders who would normally expect occupancy loads commensurate with 
more traditional family sizes; and third, it would allow for education/awareness to occupants who 
might not normally be aware of the impact of limited or absent fire/life safety features.

The Fire Department maintains that, from a fire/life safety prospective, there should be no 
difference between a licensed and unlicensed facility. Any structure housing a facilitative



service should receive an initial inspection from the Zoning and Planning Departments, 
Department of Building and Safety and lastly by the Fire Department. In addition, any formal 
regulation of these types of structures should require annual fire/life safety inspections by the 
Fire Department.

A City-required inspection by necessary City Departments prior to the beginning of operations 
and annually thereafter ensures that the following items/features are in place and operational, in 
order to provide for the safety of the occupants:

A. Exits and Exit Lighting
B. Construction features (including wiring, walls and doors)
C. Fire alarm/Smoke and/or Carbon Monoxide detectors
D. Sprinklers
E. Housekeeping
F. Special Hazards

Similar to the Costa Mesa ordinance referenced in the Planning Department Report and upheld 
in Federal District Court (Dec 2018), The Fire Department urges the City Council to deveop a 
formal set of minimum fire/life safety standards and oversight processes that include:

A requirement of a Fire Clearance Inspection to ensure the presence of adequate basic 
fire protection measures such as multiple exits, interconnected smoke alarms and/or 
sprinklers, where required.
Reasonable occupancy restrictions based on size of sleeping areas or number of 
bedrooms, not just overall square footage of the home, which would afford occupants a 
better chance of exiting the structure in case of an emergency. Reliance on or utilization 
of Uniform Housing Code occupancy numbers is not appropriate as it allows for an 
unsafe number of occupants, e.g.40 residents in 2000 sq. ft single family dwelling. 
Creating formal requirements based on the "use” of a dwelling/structure and the 
relationship of “use” to “occupancy load” is a key factor for the Fire Department in 
determining what types of safety requirements should be in place.

1.

2.

3.

Although the City does not currently regulate occupancy limits in houses, entities that provide 
residential services utilize a home, licensed or unlicensed, more like a facility than as a 
traditional “single family dwelling,” which, by their nature and use, exceed the design and 
construction features normally adequate to provide for the fire/life safety of a “single family.” 
Therefore, the Fire Department’s position is that alternate business uses should be subject to 
the City’s formal “change of use”1 process.

CONCLUSION

The Fire Department recommends occupancy limits to an unmodified structure or permitted 
modifications to interior design, basic fire protection systems and adequate means of egress 
that provide for safety the desired number of occupants as well as the requirement of an annual 
inspections while the structure is being utilized in such a manner.


