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Today’s fire service personnel are encountering a 

greater number of illegal multiple dwellings on a 

more frequent basis. Economic circumstances are 

usually the most obvious reason for this increase. 

Regardless of the reasons why, across our country 

building owners are structurally modifying their 

homes to create illegal apartments or single room 

occupancies. Some simply allow additional fami-

ly members to share their home, all in an attempt 

to save money and/or create an additional source 

of income. The increased # of occupants in these 

dwellings, create significant concerns to those of 

us in fire service. Among them are maze-like con-

figurations, false walls, locked doors, and simply 

an overwhelming number of people occupying 

the building; all of which present challenges that 

Incident Commanders must be prepared for. 

Read the two test questions below and provide your answers in the workspace. The answer key can be found 

on page two.  
 

Test Questions:  

1. While working at a fire in a private dwelling, what size-up cues might tip you off to the presence of a  

      multiple dwelling?  

2.   What actions will you take once your suspicions are confirmed? 

Illegal Multiple Dwellings 
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Illegal Multiple Dwellings; Answer Key 
 

1. Multiple Dwelling Size-Up Cues: 

• Multiple doorbells / Multiple Mailboxes / Multiple Satellite Dishes  

• Multiple electric and gas meters 

• Cable TV wires accessing multiple windows 

• Oversized/Egress windows in attic areas 

• Air–conditioners at the basement and/or attic level 

• Skylights serving the attic level 

• Dormered attic areas 

• Interior doors with individual locks which indicates the presence of single room occupancies (SRO’s) 

• Numerous partition walls within a normally common/open floor space 

• Fire escapes or exterior staircases to upper floor areas. 

• The number of shoes outside the main entranceway to the home. (There are certain ethnic groups whose 

custom requires them to place their shoes outside the home. This may not be an illegal multiple dwelling, 

but if there’re numerous shoes outside the front door, anticipate many barefoot people inside) 

• Radio reports & visual observations indicating difficulty with: room-to-room movement/access, fire extin-

guishment, & room/floor ventilation & search, all in what “initially” appeared to be a room & content fire. 

• Author note: Illegal basement apartments are the most common concern, but often the most difficult to de-

tect from the exterior. It’s important to question occupants as they are removed or leaving the fire building 

to try and determine if people are unaccounted for. Keep in mind, if living illegally, they may not be     

honest.  

 

2. Actions will include:  

• Immediately inform all FD members of your Multiple Dwelling concerns. 

• Ensure that members do not over commit themselves until additional resources are in place. 

• Call for help by transmitting an additional alarm. 

• Prepare/advise EMS of a potential Mass Casualty incident. 

• Ladder every window! (If not possible, raise at least one ladder to every floor on every side). 

• Aggressively force entry and search every room/floor. 

• Ensure that hose lines are stretched and supplied on each floor of the building. 

• Have an Incident Management plan that reflects the added areas and resources. 

• Monitor the radio for additional difficulties. 

• Seek frequent progress reports. 

• Conduct periodic PARs (Personnel Accountability Roll-Calls). 

• Once the incident is under control, ensure a thorough secondary search of all areas is completed. 

• Conduct a post incident analysis of the incident with all members. 

• Follow your department’s procedures regarding any illegal conversions and actions for the incident. 

• Notify the appropriate agencies. 


