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It’s happened again! A student perished in a dor-
mitory fire at Southern Adventist University, lo-
cated near Chattanooga, Tennessee, early Tuesday 
morning, April 26th, 2005.  This tragedy shows 
that risk associated with fire still exists in college 
and university dormitories and other residence 
areas despite fire– and life-safety features.  The 
fire department’s investigation of the fire at 
Southern Adventist University ruled that the fire 
was accidental, that all smoke detectors and fire 
alarms worked as intended, and that the loss of 
life was unavoidable.  The assistant State Fire 
Marshal, who spoke to university administration 
after the fire scene was investigated, stated that 
they can’t explain why this one student went to-
ward the fire while other students evacuated the 
building.  This dormitory was not equipped with 
sprinklers but fire officials felt that sprinklers 
would not have prevented this fatality because 
very high temperatures are required to activate 
sprinkler systems. 

 

Fires involving college students with terrible con-
sequences have occurred all too frequently over 
the past few years.  This academic year started 
with news that three students died in a fraternity 
house fire at the University of Mississippi, and, 
since then, our Fire Safety Coordinator worked 
with the Atlanta Fire Department to inspect frater-
nity and sorority houses at Georgia Tech.   Since 
the fire at the University of Mississippi, there 
have been other fatal fires at colleges and univer-
sities in this country with the latest occurring at 
Southern Adventist University.  Our Fire Safety 
Coordinator has provided some fire safety guid-
ance in this newsletter, and we will continue to 
work diligently to make Georgia Tech’s buildings 
as safe as possible for our students, faculty, staff, 
parents, and other visitors. 

 

The other topic that I wish to emphasize in this 
edition of the Safety Buzz is driving safety—
particularly in bad weather.  We’re fortunate in 

the Atlanta area that bad weather is typically rain 
and wind, but we have snow and ice once in a 
while.  You may recall that we had a rather severe 
ice storm this past winter, and one EH&S em-
ployee was the victim of a serious accident when 
he was returning home late in the evening.  De-
spite driving a modern car with many active 
safety features, he was hit twice, once by  a driver 
of a 4-wheel drive SUV, and the second time by a 
sedan driving at excessive speeds.  Because sup-
plemental restraints only work once, he was not 
protected by these devices when hit the second 
time.  His injuries, while painful and slightly dis-
abling (temporarily), were not serious enough to 
require hospitalization. 

Driving a motor vehicle is a RESPONSIBLE 
ACT! Drivers need to understand the capabilities 
of their vehicles and the road conditions including 
other travelers, and they need to adjust their speed 
accordingly.  A nice thing about 4-wheel and all-
wheel drive vehicles is that they “go” in poor con-
ditions compared to 2-wheel drive vehicles, but 
drivers of these vehicles need to understand that 
they do  NOT steer and stop any better than 2– 
wheel drive vehicles.  Handling and braking come 
from all four tires, and 4-wheel and all-wheel 
drive vehicles don’t have an advantage.  ALL 
drivers need to exercise caution in all driving con-
ditions, and bad weather increases the need to be 
more cautious of the driving environment and 
other travelers.  Our defensive driving course em-
phasizes this.  Our Safety Coordinator has pro-
vided some additional driving safety information 
for your use. 

 

Be safe out there,  
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Distracted Driving 

Driving safely in Atlanta can be challenging enough 
even when full attention is given to the road and all 
other hazards. Driving while operating a cell phone, ad-
justing the radio, or eating and drinking can be distract-
ing and potentially dangerous. 
 
It only takes  a second for a crash to happen.  Distrac-
tions occur when drivers concentrate on something other 
than operating their vehicles. 
 
• The National Highway Traffic Safety Administra-

tion (NHTSA) estimates that 25% of all crashes in-
volve some form of driver distraction. 

• Drivers who use cell phones in their vehicle have a 
higher risk of collision than drivers who either do 
not use cell phones or have lower usage while driv-
ing. 

• A recent NHTSA survey found that nearly 75% of 
drivers reported using their phone while driving, 
and an estimated 60% of cell phone use takes place 
behind the wheel. 

 
What are the most common types of driver distrac-
tion? 
• Outside distractions, such as: 
              Accidents 
              Vehicles stopped by police 
              Billboard advertising 
              Friends in other vehicles 
              Construction (shops, restaurants, etc) 
              Aggressive drivers 
• Adjusting the radio, cassette, or CD player 
• Other occupants in the car, such as: 
              Children 
              Pets 
              Adult passengers 
• Objects moving in the vehicle 
• Eating and drinking 
• Adjusting the car’s temperature controls 
• Using/dialing a cell phone 
• Smoking 
• Personal grooming 
• Reading a map or newspaper 
 
According to a survey conducted by the Response Insur-
ance Agency in 2000, eating while driving ranks as the 
No. 2 driving distraction.  Fifty-seven percent of drivers 
surveyed say they eat and drive.  The No. 1 distraction, 
noted by 62% of surveyed drivers, is tuning the radio, 
and No. 3, noted by 56% of drivers, is turning around to 
talk with passengers.   
 

Interestingly, only 29% of drivers surveyed listed talk-
ing on a cell phone as a distracting activity in which 
they engage.   
 
While cell phone use is not #1 in most studies, the use 
of cell phones while driving has increased dramatically 
in the last few years.  When the phone rings, we al-
ways see the need for an immediate response without 
regard to other tasks at hand. 
 
Cell Phone Users Drive Like Old Folks 
If you have been struck in traffic behind a motorist 
yakking on a cellular phone, a new University of Utah 
study released in February 2005 will sound familiar:  
When motorists talk on cell phones, they drive like 
elderly people, moving and reacting more slowly and 
increasing their risk of accidents. 
 
If you put a 20-year-old driver behind the wheel with a 
cell phone, their reaction times are the same as a 70-
year-old driver who is not using a cell phone.  It’s like 
instantly aging a large number of drivers,” says David 
Stayer, a University of Utah psychology professor and 
principal author of the study. 
 
The study found that when 18– to 25-year-olds were 
placed in a driving simulator and talked on a cellular 
phone, they reacted to brake lights from a car in front 
of them as slowly as 65– to 74– year olds who were 
not using a cell phone. 
 
The study found that drivers who talked on cell 
phones– regardless of whether they were young or 
old– were 18% slower in hitting their brakes than driv-
ers who didn’t use cell phones.  The drivers chatting 
on cell phones also had a 12% greater following dis-
tance-an effort to compensate for paying less attention 
to road conditions– and took 17 % longer to regain the 
speed they lost when they braked. 
 
In addition, “there was also a twofold increase in the 
number of [simulated] rear-end collisions when drivers 
were conversing on cell phones,” the study says. 
 
Cell Phone Users Drive “Blind” 
Study Explains Why Hands-Free Phones are Just 
as Bad as Hand-held 
Motorists are more accident-prone and slower to react 
when they talk on cellular telephones– even hands-free 
models– because “inattention blindness” makes the 
drivers less able to process visual information, Univer-

(Continued on page 4) 

By Alton Chin-Shue, Safety Coordinator 
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We’re on the web! 
www.safety.gatech.edu 

Stay alert—
don’t get 
hurt! 

Off-Campus Residential Fire Safety 

Sunday April 10th, 2005, a fire killed three 
students that attended the University of Mi-
ami, Ohio.  The house the students were liv-
ing in was a rental property.  The final report 
said the fire was accidental in nature and was 
probably started because of careless smoking.  
On average, most fire incidents can usually be 
attributed to a few basic types of activities.  
The include:  violations of fire and building 
codes, overloading of electrical outlets, care-
less smoking, burning candles, and other hu-
man mistakes. 
 
The residential buildings at Georgia Tech are 
designed and built with various fire protection 
and life safety features.  The codes that are 
used are the National Fire Protection Associa-
tion and International Building Code.  These 
systems are used to detect a fire, warn the oc-
cupant, and extinguish or control a fire.  The 
primary purpose of ALL of these systems is 
to allow the occupants to safely exit the build-
ing.  Some of the components of these sys-
tems are:  sprinklers, standpipes, fire hy-
drants, fire extinguishers, smoke detectors, 
smoke control and evacuation systems, smoke 
containment and barriers, fire alarms, fire and 
door panic devices, exit and emergency light-
ing, interior finish requirements for low fire 
spread, fire rated barriers, and fire-resistive 
construction.   
 
Most of the fire-related injuries and deaths in 
Georgia occur in residential single-family 
homes.  Every home or apartment should 
have smoke and carbon monoxide detectors, 
fire extinguishers, and an emergency escape 
plan.  Always use the proper storage con-
tainer and exercise extreme care when han-
dling gasoline.  When cooking with grease, 
never leave it unattended and have a method 
of extinguishing a fire if it catches on fire.  
NEVER attempt to pick up a burning pan of 
oil.  Use something—such as the lid to the 
pan— to smother the fire or use a fire extin-
guisher.  Electrical appliances and space heat-
ers should never be used with an extension 
cord or near combustible liquids or  materials. 
 
A basic rule when in any building or resi-
dence is to locate the exits and how to get to 
them.   

There should be at least two exits.  An exception 
to this would be apartments which tend to have a 
single exit.  A simple reason to look for a second 
exit is if the first exit should become blocked by 
fire and smoke, the second one can be used to exit 
the building.  Hot, toxic, dark, obscuring smoke 
can quickly fill a room, a corridor, and building.  
The number one cause of death in a fire is smoke 
inhalation.  People often lose their judgment, ori-
entation, and become confused when inhaling 
carbon monoxide gases. 
 
The first several minutes of a fire are critical.  
Deadly flashover can occur in less than four min-
utes under the right circumstances.  Everyone 
must do their part to prevent fires by practicing 
good fire safety at work, home, and during recrea-
tion activities.  And, have an evacuation plan 
ready should a fire break out. 
 
When a fire in a building is discovered: 
1. Alert others.  If there is a fire alarm pull sta-

tion, pull it. 
2. If it is a small fire and you feel comfortable 

using an extinguisher, do so but make sure 
your back is to the exit. 

3. If you decide to evacuate, do so calmly and 
orderly.  Follow the exits, and NEVER re-
enter a burning building. 

4. Close doors as you leave, but do not lock 
them.  This is to prevent the spread of smoke 
and fire. 

5. Stay low and crawl to exit if smoke and toxic 
gases are present. 

6. ALWAYS use stairwells to go down and out 
of a building.  Use elevators ONLY if in-
structed to do so by Fire Department person-
nel. 

7. Follow the stairwell to the outside and get 
away from the building. Go to the designated 
assembly area.  Make sure you are at least the 
height of the building PLUS ten feet AWAY 
from the building. 

8. Notify the fire department as soon as possi-
ble.  Off campus dial 911.  On campus call 
the GTPD at (404)894-2500. 

 
Report any fire hazards or incidents on campus to 
the Georgia Tech Environmental Health and 
Safety Department at (404)894-4635. 

By Vic Rachael, Fire Safety Coordinator 
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his staff decided to do a study of their own to 
see which foods are the worst offenders, and 
although Hagerty says he ruined a few shirts in 
the process, they found some interesting infor-
mation. 
 
Coffee is the top offender because of its ten-
dency to spill.  Even in cups with travel lids, 
somehow the liquid finds its way out of the 
opening each time you hit a bump, says 
Hagerty.   
 
Safety tips you can use: 
 
• Make adjustments to vehicle controls– 

such as radios, air conditioning, or mir-
rors– before beginning to drive or after the 
car is no longer in motion. 

• Don’t reach down or behind the driver’s 
seat, pick up items from the floor, open 
the glove compartment, clean the inside 
windows, or perform personal grooming 
while driving. 

• If you must use a cell phone: 
 
              Use an earpiece with a microphone.  
 
              Keep both hands on the steering 

wheel and eyes on the road; remem-
ber that safe driving is the priority. 

 
              Assess the current traffic situation 

before making or receiving any calls.  
Do not answer or dial the phone when 
driving in hazardous conditions. 

 
              Pull over to the side of the road before 

beginning a cell phone conversation, 
or wait until you reach your destina-
tion.  The safest time to use a cell 
phone while driving is when stopped. 

               
              Become familiar with how to use the 

phone.  Read the manual and know 
how to use the available features. 

 
The EH&S Department provides the National 
Safety Council (NSC) Defensive Driving 
Course to all Georgia Tech personnel who 
drive a State Vehicle.  The NSC has upgraded 
the course to its 8th edition, which now has 
one section devoted to “Distractive Driving.” 
 
The EH&S Safety teaches that Georgia 
Tech employees SHALL NOT use cell 
phones while driving state owned vehicles. 
 

(Continued from page 2) 
sity of Utah researchers found in a study re-
leased in January 2003. 
 
The study concludes that inattention blind-
ness explains the researchers’ widely publi-
cized 2001 findings that users of hands-free 
and hand-held cell phones are equally im-
paired, missing more traffic signals and re-
acting to signals more slowly than motorists 
who do not use cell phones. 
 
The earlier study also found there was no im-
pairment of drivers who either conversed 
with a passenger or who listened to the radio 
or to books on tape.   
 
The researchers said the overall study sup-
ports the inattention blindness hypothesis that 
“the disruptive effects of cell phone conver-
sations on driving are due in large part to the 
diversion of attention from driving to the 
phone conversation.” 
 
Dashboard Dining —A Crash Diet 
 
Get your hands out of the bucket ‘o wings, 
and back on the wheel.  Eating while driving 
is dangerous — and it drives up the cost of 
insurance for everyone. 
 
Drivers who are drinking and stuffing their 
faces while on the road are a serious prob-
lem.  Eating while you drive is one of the 
most distracting things you can do, according 
to several recent surveys by insurance com-
panies and data from the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA). 
 
Though NHTSA doesn’t track specific infor-
mation on food-relative distraction, it does 
track general distractions and, as of 2000, 
distractions in cars were considered the cause 
in 25 percent of police-reported motor vehi-
cle crashes.  According to NHTSA, 
“distraction was most likely to be involved in 
rear-end collisions in which the lead vehicle 
was stopped and in single-vehicle crashers.”  
What makes distraction such a problem is the 
confluence of the distraction, such as eating, 
and the unexpected occurrence of events on 
the road, such as a sharp curve or a driver 
stopped ahead of you. 
 
“It really seems it’s more the spill than the 
eating, “ says Hagerty.  “Anything that drips 
is probably not a good idea.”  Hagerty and 

Ever tried to switch a CD or 
find a radio station while 
driving? Ever spilled coffee in 
the car? Ever been so caught 
up in a conversation that you 
missed your turn - or worse, 
went through a red light? 
Ever seen other drivers read-
ing the paper, or grooming 
themselves in the rear view 
mirror? Almost all of us have 
either observed or been guilty 
of multi-tasking behind the 
wheel 
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Fire Safety Checklist for Off-Campus rental housing. 

1. Are smoke alarms installed?  Functional? Checked bi-annually? 
2. Is there a fire alarm system? 
3. Are there at least two exits from your living space and from the building? 
4. Is a sprinkler system installed? 
5. For 2 story and higher buildings, that do not have a sprinkler system, do the bedrooms 

have a fire escape or a ladder? 
6. If the main apartment door is on a common hallway is it fire rated?  Are the walls between 

apartment fire rated? 
7. Are fire extinguishers installed in the common hallways and in the kitchen area of the 

apartment? 
8. Were the fire extinguishers inspected within the last 12 months? 
9. Is the electrical wiring adequate for your needs? (enough receptacles throughout to prevent 

the use of extension cords and multi-tap plugs) 
10. Are the kitchen appliances in good working order and do you know how to operate them 

correctly?  (if the stove is gas, do you know how to relight the pilot light?) 
11. If the stove is gas, is the furnace also gas?  Do you know where it is?  Do you know what 

propane/natural gas smells like?  Who to call in an emergency? 
12. Has there been a fire in this building before?  Was it a problem with the building itself? A 

tenant? Was the problem corrected? 
13. What is the owner’s/management company’s policy for correcting safety problems in the 

building? 
14. Is there a fire hydrant located nearby on the street? 
15. Are common corridors/exits maintained and clear of obstructions? 
16. Is the owner/management company a member in good standing of a landlord/tenant asso-

ciation? 
17. Has the city received any safety complaints regarding this building? 
18. Is the facility inspected regularly by city or state inspectors for fire and life safety issues? 
 
The primary question to ask when looking at rental properties is:  Do I feel safe?  If the hairs 
on the back of your neck are standing up and you do not feel safe, then the best thing to do is 
try and find something else.  These questions are general things to think about, and look into, 
when considering renting. 

FASET and EH&S 
The summer semester is fast approaching.  And with that, most students go home and Georgia 
Tech’s population thins out. But, during several weekends this semester, an influx of new 
freshman and transfer students swarm to Georgia Tech’s campus.  FASET Orientation brings 
hundreds of new students who eagerly become familiar with their new college campus and col-
lege life.  The Environmental Health and Safety office will continue it’s tradition of setting up 
a booth during each FASET.  At our booth, we provide information regarding the various ac-
tivities and programs our office performs.  We provide information on fire and life safety, de-
fensive driving, chemical safety, biological safety, and general safety.  We also have several 
promotional items that have been useful to students while at Tech.  Come by and see us during 
these FASETs.  We’d love to talk with each student, new or old, regarding what we do to keep 
everyone on campus safe. 
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Fire: 
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or if Off-
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911 

Whitaker Incident– Lessons Learned 
By Debbie Wolfe-Lopez, Chemical Safety Coordinator 

On the morning of Tuesday, April 12, 2005, 
Georgia Tech was treated to an unusual flurry 
of excitement and activity as the Whitaker 
Building was evacuated. Environmental Health 
and Safety was summoned to the scene by 
Georgia Tech Police.  When we arrived the 
building was being evacuated and the Atlanta 
Fire Department was on site having already 
taken control of the situation.  There were peo-
ple everywhere and no less than 3 news heli-
copters in the air.  The evacuation was 
prompted by the release of a malodorous and 
potentially toxic gas from a bottle of highly 
toxic material that was opened outside of a 
fume hood, releasing the potentially toxic 
cloud.  Lab occupants reacted appropriately- 
they called GT Police, explained the situation, 
and then pulled the fire alarm and evacuated the 
building.  The student who opened the bottle 
was examined first by paramedics and then by 
Georgia Tech Student Health Services who 
both declared him unhurt.   
 
Fortunately, new lab buildings at Georgia Tech 
have ventilation systems that are constructed to 
handle situations such as this by providing 
100% outside make up air.  This was proven 
when the Atlanta Fire Department entered the 
lab, tested the air, and found it safe to reoccupy 
less than an hour after the alarm was pulled.  
 
While the cause of the evacuation was an un-
usual chemical, the cause of the incident was 
very simple—a failure of the people using that 
chemical to make themselves familiar with 
what they were working with before they at-
tempted to use it.   
 
On that note, I would like to offer a few basic 
tips for working with chemicals: 
 
#1 Read the MSDS before you buy it and again 
before you start working with it.  This chemical 
may need to be restricted to 
use in a fume hood only,  

or you may need an explosion proof refrigerator 
to store it.  Make sure you are equipped to han-
dle it before you bring it into the lab.  
 
#2  Use for less toxic materials whenever possi-
ble. 
  
#3 PIs are responsible to make sure that people 
who are working in their labs with hazardous 
materials have the training and experience ap-
propriate to the level of hazard that the research 
presents.  If they don’t have the training, 
TRAIN THEM. Online training is very general 
and does not prepare a person to work with 
highly toxic or potentially explosive materials. 
The training they receive must be specific to the 
chemical, biological or physical hazards present 
in your lab.  Only the PI or a qualified designee 
can provide this level of training.  
 
#4 Highly or extremely toxic materials, even 
dry powders, need to be restricted to fume 
hoods or Class II biological safety cabinets.  Do 
not work with these materials in any kind of a 
cabinet that recirculated air back into the room 
(these devices are not allowed by the Board of 
Regents) or any kind of a laminar flow hood 
designed for product protection only—they will 
blow the contaminant back at you.   
 
#5  Hygroscopic means that this material ab-
sorbs water from moist air.  Sealing a bottle un-
der room (moist) air and then putting it in a des-
iccator only seals in the moisture that the desi-
cator cannot remove.  Try purging it with a dry, 
inert gas, such as nitrogen or argon before leav-
ing it in the desicator.  
 
#5 Heed label warnings- “May develop pres-
sure” should provide a clue that you do not 
want to open this where you might end up 
breathing whatever might come out of it- move 
it to a fume hood. 


