
R
esidents of 150 older 
Oahu condominium tow-
ers 10 floors or taller that 
do not have fire sprinkler 
systems in place received 

news from the City Council that can 
only be called muddled.

Those 150 buildings, among 368 
towers erected before sprinkler systems 
became mandatory in 1975, came under 
extra scrutiny because they do not have 
exterior hallways, which are considered 
fire-safer than indoor passageways. 
They include the Marco Polo, where a 
horrific fire last July 14 killed four.

Basically, Bill 69 declares that those 
structures must retroactively install 
sprinkler systems but can opt out if they 
meet other fire safety criteria. 

While that seems clear enough, those 
other measures could end up costing 
more than sprinklers. Among other 
requirements, associations that choose 
to go sprinkler-less would have to hire 
a certified architect or engineer to do 
a safety assessment and file the papers 
with the Honolulu Fire Department. 
Other requirements include fire doors 
that automatically close in each unit.

“If you opt out of sprinklers, there’s 
pretty much no way you pass the evalua-
tion if you don’t have those doors,” said 
HFD Assistant Chief Socrates Bratakos, 
head of the Fire Prevention Bureau.

Other requirements include having 
fire-retardant carpeting and walls, as 
well as easy egress via stairs. 

Bill 69 was initially introduced at the 
behest of Mayor Kirk Caldwell four 
days after the Marco Polo tragedy. Its 
final version was introduced by Coun-
cilwoman Carol Fukunaga, who termed 
it a “compromise.” It passed by an 8-1 
margin, with Ikaika Anderson casting 
the lone “no” vote.

HFD pushed for sprinklers in all 
buildings, estimating the cost at $8,000 
to $22,000 per unit for residential build-
ings, plus another $5,000 to $10,000 for 

common areas.
“Of course the 

Fire Department 
wanted sprinklers 
everywhere, in 
every building,” 
HFD Chief Manu-
el Neves said, then 
added with a smile, 
“We want them in 
your automobiles!”

Still, the chief said firefighters “are 
happy. We’re going to make our com-
munities safer.”  
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Attorney Jane Sugimura, president of 
the Hawaii Council of Associations of 
Apartment Owners, was also pleased. 

“We believe that the language (of the 
final draft) reflects the flexibility we 
have been advocating for,” she com-
mented in written testimony before the 
council. “We believe that the life-safety 
evaluation that will be implemented 
… will ensure that high-rise apartment 
buildings will be safer for the residents 
living in those buildings and for the fire 
fighters who are required to enter them 
to fight the fires.” 

Not surprisingly, owners of Marco 
Polo units voted to be the first to 
retrofit a sprinkler system in the 
building that suffered the devastating 
fire a year ago.

“I haven’t spoken to anyone in the 
building who said, ‘Oh, no, I don’t 
want sprinklers,’” said Sam Shenkus, 
president of the AOAO. 

Sixty-seven percent of owners in 
the 35-story, 568-unit voted for the 
change.

The estimated per-
unit cost of $5,000 
to $22,000 will 
be covered by the 
building’s reserve 
funds. 

Contract for the 
work went to 
Dorvin D. Leis. Jason 
Blinkhorn, fire protection operations 
manager for Leis, said he hopes to 
start work by mid-July and complete 
the job within 12 months.
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