How “Safe” are Fireworks?
A Look at the Public’s perceptions based upon what the Experts
say and how it affects the entire Pyrotechnics Community.
By Mark Woodburn, IPA Safety Ed. Director
Our IPA Members are self-avowed devotees of Fireworks, and Fireworks Safety. At our
Club Events, it constantly amazes me at how respectfully the Fireworks are treated. This
leaves Safety Officer Chris Anderson and folks like myself very little to do in the way of
correcting the folks using them. This is a good thing.
It is no secret or surprise to anyone here to know there are lots of Anti-Fireworks Groups
who would love nothing more than to see every type of Fireworks be banned from sale or
use in the US. Besides the obvious economic and social impacts this would have by
following such Draconian measures, the gross misreporting of the facts and data
pertaining to historical safety data has a real-world impact upon us as well.
The Anti-Fireworks Groups use half truths, cherry-picked data, hysterical testimonials
from frantic accident victims and ‘expert’ statements by clueless ametuers to try to sway
public opinion against fireworks of every type. Our own governmental agencies use the
same tactics as well and have gone so far as to state in both print and in verbal statements
their intent to limit the use to ‘Professionals’ and ultimately to bring about the total
abolition of fireworks if possible.
Besides the insult to fireworks hobbyists, enthusiasts and professionals whose money is
being wasted to fund these safety agency’s efforts, by disseminating misinformation in a
way that fosters a fear of fireworks among those not familiar with them, our efforts to
teach fireworks safety is inhibited. As the leading US watchdog agency, the CPSC is most
often the source of this type of misinformation. Just as with your computer at home, when
you feed garbage in, you get garbage out.
Our News Media, largely ignorant where fireworks are at issue, simply parrots what the
“Officials” state whether the information is accurate or not, based on fact or not and
regardless of the greater harm it does. So, how does this affect you?
One way it affects you is by keeping people ignorant of fireworks safety. When listened
to, the CPSC spreads a message stating that “Fireworks are Dangerous” and that they
should not EVER be used by anyone but trained Professionals in Public Displays. When
parents listen to and choose to believe this message, they will not allow their children to
learn at an early age about fireworks or fireworks safety.
When these kids finally do reach the age where they have access to fireworks, as with
ignorance of alcohol, they are drawn to them and as the historical safety data shows, tend
to experiment with them (incorrectly). Many in the age group 16 to 24 have a resulting
bad experience. The CPSC quickly points out the largest group of victims is 14 and under.

What the CPSC is not so quick to point out is that the causes of the vast majority of
injuries in this group come from some of the most “safe” fireworks allowed by law Sparklers. Kids are curious and sparklers are initially exciting to them. They are handed
this wonderful sparkling ‘toy’, told to run and play and often, left unattended or out of
immediate reach while doing so.
Sparklers burn at nearly 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit - scorching flesh on contact. It does not
take a genius with an Albert Einstein mentality to realize just how quickly an excited
child, distracted by this nifty sparking toy, running around could trip, turn around and run
into another child or just reach out to touch it - instantly becoming a statistic.
The most glaring statistic you will never see from the CPSC is two-fold…The first part is
that nearly ALL Fireworks “Accidents” are preventable.
The second part is that most ALL of the injuries are self-inflicted. [and; Common to both
parts is that:] If the person using the fireworks had been trained, comfortable with using
fireworks and aware of the potential dangers, there is a very good chance the “Accident”
may never have happened in a vast majority of the cases - nearly 100% of the cases based
on the data from the past 6 decades.
How many times have we heard about kids fooling around with Bottle Rockets – having
“wars” with them - even INSIDE an apartment or house? Just look on YouTube for
instant proof of how the ignorance of the dangers of fireworks causes the vast number of
injuries in the US each year. Would you stick a firecracker in your butt and light it?
Would you launch a bottle rocket from between your teeth?
If someone knew how pyrotechnic compounds react when they are ‘spiked’ do you think
such a learned person would take 3 dozen or more Sparklers, wrap them together and
light them with a blowtorch all at one time? As ridiculous as these all sound, they are
things that people do frequently. They sound ridiculous to you and I because we have
been trained to respect fireworks & know what to expect when these things are done.
In case you doubt my modest ‘opinion’ on this, just take a look at the real statistics for
yourself – compiled by the CPSC itself and (up until 2006) published prominently on
their website (after 2006, you can still find these reports but they are buried deeply). We
believe the reason for the difficulty in finding the CPSC Annual Fireworks Reports is
intentional on their parts and was done in order to stop we enthusiasts from using this
factual data to prove our point so well. True Facts after all, do not “play well” with their
message of totally banning fireworks.
On the following slide is one of the most refreshing “Admissions” never made by the
CPSC concerning the drop in Fireworks Related Injuries in Relation to the (Increased)
amounts of Fireworks Usage (Millions of Pounds Per Year). Even in the face of the raw
data, please take note of the two “Disclaimers” they put in at the bottom of the page. Also
note that the baseline they are using starts in 1996 - I will explain why that is relevant in a
bit.

We ARE going to talk about weight DESPITE what their number one warning is. Their
(rather dubious) claim is, that there is “no reason to believe” that a larger firework “poses
a greater risk” than that of a smaller one. What drivel! So, we are to believe that a
Sparkler then will pose the same, or lesser risk to you than a Six-Break Shell, with a 2
Pound Bottom Shot. Right, and if you buy into that, I have a Bridge in Brooklyn you
would be interested in buying.
In the previous chart/page the numbers speak for themselves. Despite vastly increased
Usage, the numbers of Injuries remains almost constant (Perhaps it’s the constant of
idiocy?). Their ‘warning’ about whether or not this is relevant, based upon their inability
to gauge how much of the increase is due to “large/heavy” or “small/light” types of
fireworks is grasping at best and to conjecture that any decreases are due to “light”
Fireworks or that increases are all (or mostly) due to “heavy” Fireworks would be inane.
Whether the fireworks causing injuries are ‘heavy’ or ‘light’ makes no difference at all
when looking at the numbers of injured people per 100,000 pounds of raw product. Facts
don’t lie. We ARE using more product and are remaining at around the same relative
number of injuries per year so there can be no mistaking that in Relationship to the
Increased Usage, the overall Injury rates are Falling - period.
Figures can’t lie - but Liars can figure.
What about Deaths “Due to Fireworks”?
There are several constants seen when looking at the historical data pertaining to Injuries
and Deaths Due to Fireworks and “Fireworks Related” causes. One constant seems to be
that in any given year, we can expect to see around 8 to 10 thousand people injured and
another is that in any given year, we can also expect an average of 6 deaths.
The chart that follows shows deaths ‘due to fireworks related causes’ in structure and
vehicle fires. It is comprehensive in taking into account all deaths not directly or
indirectly occurring due to the immediate use of a fireworks device.

What about their claims that “Fireworks are Dangerous”?
Logic tells us that anything that is designed to Explode or Burn has the potential to be
‘Dangerous’. But… What about looking at these “Dangerous” products compared to
“Safe” products that are designed to simply sit and be looked at? What they don’t tell you
speaks volumes.

What Can You Do to Make Fireworks Usage Safer?
Well, we know that Knowledge is Power and Ignorance is fatal, so first, get the training
YOU need to be safe where fireworks is concerned. Then do whatever you can to teach
others less knowledgeable and stay current with changes in laws. Lobby your local
officials for (truly) “Safe and Sane” laws. Support the Training efforts of groups like the
IPA, the PGI and the APA whenever and wherever you can. The more people we reach
with our training programs, the farther the Injury and Death rates will drop.

Be Proactive instead of just being Reactive when you can in getting the truth out about
fireworks and fireworks safety related issues. When you see fireworks being misused or
abused, speak out and let people know why the accident and death rates are what they are.
Teach by example.
If not going the “Whole Route” and becoming PGI or APA Certified, at least get the
initial training and whenever possible, urge others to do the same. Again, the more people
we teach, the safer they will become. Write to the Agencies and Groups who espouse the
Anti-Fireworks Message to let them know we are dedicated to safety, why we think as we
do and that they are being a large part of the problem – not the solution.
So the Answer to our Question: “How Safe are Fireworks?”, is deceptively simple.
They are as safe as the user ‘makes’ them be - no more - no less. How ‘safely’ they are
used WILL affect the future of Fireworks and of our Hobby and how ‘safely’ they are
Used Depends Collectively upon Us.
The Bottom-line here is two-fold: NEVER look down a Mortar to see why the Shell did
not lift
And;
NEVER turn your back on your TV, Stove, or Bookcase.

