Problems and Reform at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory


New York Factory Investigating Commission

Created in 1911 after the fire.  "This commission was "to investigate the conditions under which manufacturing is carried on." 

Investigated factory conditions to improve safety, health, and well-being of workers.

During its first year, it inspected 1,836 industrial workplaces.  Passed labor laws to reform factories and workplaces, who had long violated the rights of their workers in regards to health and safety.  The “golden era” of reform was between 1911 and 1919.

Laws that were violated at the Triangle Shirtwaist Company:
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DOORS

LAW: "All doors leading in or to any such factory shall be constructed as to open outwardly, where practicable, and shall not be locked, bolted, or fastened during working hours."

TRIANGLE: The Washington Place door was locked.

The prosecution argued that the door was locked and introduced witness who testified that at the time of the fire she tried the door "in and out, all ways" and was unable to open the door.  The prosecution also showed that many of the victims of the fire died in front of the door.  The prosecution argued that Harris and Blanck kept the door locked, especially near quitting time, to force exiting workers to pass through the only other exit, where they could be inspected if they were suspected of trying to steal waists.  

The defense contended that the door was open, but that the fleeing workers were unable to exit through the door because of fire in the stairwell.  The defense introduced a witness who said that on the day of the fire a key was tied to the lock with the string and that she used the key to open the door.  (The prosecution claimed the witness lied.  If there was a key, then that means that they knew the door was locked.) 

Also, the door opened inward, and not out.

STAIRCASES
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LAW: Buildings with more than 2,500 square feet per floor--but less than 5,000 square feet per floor--require two staircases.  Each additional 5,000 square feet per floor requires an additional staircase.

TRIANGLE: The Triangle Shirtwaist Company floors had 10,000 square feet of space.  Any additional floor space would have required a third staircase.  As it was, two staircases--the number the Triangle factory had--sufficed.
REFORM: Must include enclosed staircases.
FIRE ESCAPES
[image: image3.jpg]—_— :





New York Law: New York law left the matter of fire escapes to the discretion of building inspectors.  The building inspector for the Asch building insisted that the fire escape proposed for the building "must lead down to something more substantial than a skylight."  (The architect's plans showed a rear fire escape leading to a skylight.) 

TRIANGLE: 
The Asch building architect promised "the fire escape will lead to the yard and an additional balcony will be put in."  In the final construction, however, the fire escape still ended at a second floor skylight.  During the fire, the fire escape collapsed under the weight of the fleeing workers.
REFORM: If a building’s height was over 100 feet, there had to be at least one exterior enclosed fire escape, accessible from all points in the building.

Stairways must be fireproof (concrete or brick) and all fire escapes must be iron or steel, and if enclosed, the walls must be fireproof.

(Commission found that 14 industrial buildings in NYC had no fire escapes at all.)
NON-WOOD SURFACES
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LAW: Buildings over 150 feet high must have metal trim, metal window frames, and stone or concrete floors.  Buildings under 150 feet high have no such requirements.

TRIANGLE: The ten-story Asch building was 135 feet high.  If it had one more floor, it would have required non-wood surfaces.

REFORM: 
SPRINKLERS
LAW: In 1911, sprinklers were still not required in New York City buildings.

TRIANGLE: The Asch building contained no sprinkler system.
REFORM: 1912, a law was passed to require an automatic sprinkler system in buildings over seven stories high, which had more than 200 people working above the seventh floor.  A sprinkler system would have cost the Asch Building about $5000, but probably would have led to no lives lost at Triangle.

FIRE DRILLS
LAW: Fire drills were not required to be conducted.

TRIANGLE: The Triangle Shirtwaist Company never conducted a fire drill.

REFORM: Fire drills must be conducted at least once every three months.

OTHER REFORMS
NUMBER OF OCCUPANTS: The number of occupants would be limited to the number that could safely escape from the building in the event of a fire.

FIRE ALARMS: A fire alarm signal system must be installed in all buildings over two stories, which employ more than 25 people above the ground floor.
WASTE: Waste (i.e. fabric) in buildings must be deposited in fireproof receptacles.  No waste would be allowed on the floor.

ELEVATORS: All elevator shafts in all city buildings must be enclosed (those at the Asch Building were not, which is why some of the women were able to jump down the shaft during the fire).

CHILD LABOR: The number of hours children could work would now be limited and those under 16 could not operate dangerous machinery.  Those under 14 would not be allowed to work in factories at all.
ACCIDENTS: All industrial accidents and poisoning (such as lead) must be reported to the state.

CONDITIONS: Also, buildings must have “suitable and proper” ventilation and restrooms, and proper lighting.
HOURS: Women could work no more than 54 hours a week (In 1909, the striking shirtwaist workers had demanded a closed shop, better pay, better conditions, and a 54 hour work week.)
