Fire victims at home with steel framing

Source: San Diego Union-Tribune, November 27, 2007

By Marty Graham

When Dave Aguilar gol a
second chance to build his fam-
ily's dream house alter the 2003
Cedar fire swepl through their
Blossom Yalley neighberhood,
he and his wife, Nanci, decided
o lake a step they hard consid-
ered and rejected the first time:
They built the home with steel
framing instead of wood,

“I'd looked into it and decid-
ed apdinst it the frst time be
cause of the cost” said Aguilar,
48, "The fires really brought
the safely issue home, and we
decided quickly to rebuild with
afeel”

Many fire victims have made

Inspectors from
the county took
some convincing

and mountaing to the east, 18
verdant from the recent rains.
Most of the houses appear new.
That's because 12 homes visi-
hle from Aguilar’s hillside
burned in the Cedar five,

The Aguilars salvaged little,
starting over in a rented home
while they slowly rebuilt a
house they had built eight
Ve B,

" They decided to go with
steel framing  beciuse woud
framing is what caught fire in
2003, Houses commonly ignite
during wildfires when embers
enter homes under (he eaves
and burn the framing.

Steel framing has been cone
mon in commercial buildings
for years. All tall buildings have
steel framing rather than wood,
But it has remained vare in the
home-construction arena, said

. Robtiert Bolles, alongtime green
builder.

“You don’'t want to say the
buildings are unburnable, like
the Titanic was unsinkable,”
Rolles said. “If you get it hot
enough, the concrete can crum-
ble and the steel can bend, but
they sure don’t burn as rearli-

'Bu'l.les caid the framing is

similar choices.

“Of the steel-franied homes
we've seen, the majority ave fire
rebuilds,” said Darren Gretler,
chief of the building division for
San Diego County, “Tt may just
be that the time is right (o look
at steel framing. We haven't
seen any . tract developments
with it.”

It took longer and cost mare
1o build, but Aguila's nsur-
ance company dropped his
rates to one-third of what his
neighbors pay. And the Agui-
lars don’t worry much abouat
the things other homeowners
o

"It's five times strongeer inan
earthquale and much less like-

made with at least 70 percent
and as much as 97 percent res
cveled sleel.

“Ttrequires a little engineer-
ing because steel does handle
siress differently than woot,”
he said, “But there's plenty of
knowledge and experience 1o
call on since people have buill
buildings and bridges and such
with it for many years.”

Lile waod framing, the steel
studs are centered at 16 inches,
and extra support is added at
the windows and dooes,

Besides the sealed eaves and
the lack of hrush near the four-
bedroom house, there's noth-
ing Lo suggest the home stands
ready to resist fire, While his
insurance company loved his
steel house, the county build-
ing inspectors weren't 80 sure,
Agruilar said.

“Ihey weren't too familiar
with il; so 1 had to el letters
from the steel engineer o get
the inspeciors to sign off on it

by 1o burn in fires,” Aguilar said.
*And the termite issue goes
away forever.”

It's more cxpensive, howey-
er, Framing in steel costs ahout
10 percent more than wood,
said Aguilar, o landscaper. "T's
heavier and more laborinten-
sive,” he said,

The family's 2,800-square-
fool, twostory home  doesnlt
look much different fom the
neighboring -houses, with stuc-
co walls and lots of windows to
enjoy the hillsides of Blossom
Valley.

The wide valley, with sweep-
ing views of rock formations

Mpruilar saicd,

T Matt Olson, a structural eng-
peer with San Diego: County
who inspects similar projects,
aaid Lthe department expects 1o
gpe enginecring reports Lo ape
prove steel frames,

‘T s less conventional than
the standard weod framing, so,
wee tend to need different detail:
ing and almost always require
engineering o make sure iv's
structurally sound,” Olson said.

In 2005, Dave and Nanei
Aguilar and their son, Eli, 9,
and daughter, Andi, 6, moved
hiack in — 18 months to the day
after the first house hurned —
and they plan to stay.

MW feel safe here” Dave
Agruilarsaid. “1want other peo-
ple 1o know about the steel
framing and How (o Build 2
house that improves your odds
an they can have the feeling of
sitlely, too."



