R.I. Smoke and Carbon Monoxide Detector Law

The number of smoke and carbon monoxide detectors you have depends on when your house was built. At a minimum every house is required by law to have a minimum of one (1) smoke detector per floor (including basements) and one (1) carbon monoxide detector outside the bedroom area.

Be sure everyone sleeping in your home can hear your smoke detectors' alarms even with bedroom doors closed. If not, or if any residents are hearing- impaired, install additional detectors inside bedrooms. For the hearing impaired, there are smoke detectors that flash a strobe light in addition to sounding an audible alarm.

For extra protection, NFPA suggests installing additional detectors in dining rooms, furnace rooms, utility rooms, and hallways. Smoke detectors are not recommended for kitchens, bathrooms, or garages where humidity and temperature changes might affect a detector's operation. Carbon monoxide detectors are very sensitive to humidity.

If your house was built from pre-1900 to 6/1976: you are allowed to have battery operated detectors. There must be one (1) ceiling mounted detector at the bottom of the basement stairs, another at the bottom of stairs going to the second floor and one outside the bedrooms. If your bedrooms open directly off the kitchen, you must have a smoke  and a carbon monoxide detector inside EACH bedroom, on the ceiling, just inside the door. A battery powered C.O. detector is required outside the first bedroom door. If it is more than 10 feet to the last bedroom from this detector, an additional C.O. detector must be installed.

If your house was built from 6/1976 through 7/2003: You house will have hardwired (electric) smoke detectors. All detectors that were originally installed in the house must be remain. Generally speaking, especially for house built after 1989, there will be two (2) per floor. At least one (1) detector will be at the top or bottom of the basement stairs, probably one (1) near the bottom of the stairs to the second floor and one near the garage, and one (1) or two (2) in the bedroom area. Houses built in this time period are allowed to install battery powered smoke detectors, if there is not already a hardwired detector, at the bottom of the basement stairs and bottom (near to bottom) of stairs leading to the second floor. A battery powered carbon monoxide detector is required outside the first bedroom door. If it is more than 10 feet to the last bedroom from this detector, an additional C.O. detector must be installed. Houses built in 2002 and 2003 will have hardwired C.O. detectors.

If your house was built from 7/2003 to present: Your house will have hardwired smoke detectors at the bottom of the basement stairs, bottom of stairs to the second floor and outside the bedroom area and inside each bedroom. Additionally, your carbon monoxide detectors outside the bedrooms will be hardwired.

IMPORTANT!!!! All smoke detectors must be replaced with new detectors every 10 years, every if they are working. Should you have hardwired detectors you need to buy the same brand name so that the wiring harness pins will fit together. You can easily change this harness, if you are comfortable with electricity. 

Choosing a Detector: Many different brands are available in hardware, department, and discount stores. You should be sure that the smoke detector you buy bears the label of an independent testing laboratory, such as UL or FM. Some detect smoke using an ionization sensor; others use a photoelectric detection system. Either type of smoke detector can provide your family with an early warning of fire

Ionization Smoke Detectors- These units detect the fire's visible and invisible smoke particles. Ionization detectors have an ionization chamber and a source of ionizing radiation. The source of ionizing radiation is a minute quantity of americium-241 (perhaps 1/5000th of a gram), which is a source of alpha particles (helium nuclei). The ionization chamber consists of two plates separated by about a centimeter. The battery applies a voltage to the plates, charging one plate positive and the other plate negative Smoke reduces the electric current within the unit, which in turn sounds the alarm. 

Photoelectric Smoke Detector- These units also detect smoke particles, but only those large enough to be "seen" by the unit. The smoke blocks the path of a light beam within the detectors. These are best for more flaming vs. smoky fires. There are units available that have both ionization and photoelectric detection within the smoke detector unit. 

False alarms: A smoke detector false alarm can be initiated by small dirt particles, small spiders, placement to close to fluorescent lighting fixtures, and dust or temperature extremes, even paint fumes and steam from the bathroom. 

Cleaning by using the small brush attachment on the vacuum to the detectors once a month can prevent the more common problems.

Testing: You should use the test button on your detectors monthly to be sure they are working correctly.

Battery Replacement: Batteries weaken with age, and must be checked and replace at regular intervals (usually every 9 – 12 months). Battery power units that are listed by UL or FM will generate a beeping sound (frequently when you want to sleep) to indicate when the batteries need to be replaced. The East Greenwich Fire District recommend that you when you “Change Your Clock, Change Your Battery”.
