
 

No Sound, No Safety: The Fire Risk for Deaf Students at UCD 

Fire safety measures are a critical component of any public institution’s infrastructure, 

ensuring the well-being of all individuals during emergencies. However, for Deaf and Hard of 

Hearing (DHH) individuals, traditional alarms (only auditory) can pose significant barriers to 

safety. In Ireland, while the Irish Fire Code and I.S. 3217 standards govern fire safety systems, 

these regulations often fail to address the unique needs of DHH individuals. This inadequacy is 

particularly evident at University College Dublin (UCD), where the absence of visual fire 

alarms, such as strobe lights, compromises accessibility and safety for this vulnerable population. 

UCD is renowned for its academic excellence and recently has been recognized for being 

the “50th [university] worldwide for sustainability” (UCD Strategy, pg 6). However, true 

sustainability encompasses more than ecological practices; it must include creating a safe, 

accessible environment for all students.  UCD’s fire safety measures fall short of their 

obligations under Irish and international anti-discrimination and disability laws. Drawing on key 

legislation, including the Disability Act 2005, Equal Status Acts, and international sources such 

as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and National Disability Authority (NDA) 

standards, the research highlights how UCD’s failure to install strobe lights perpetuates 

inequality and jeopardizes lives. By focusing on UCD and the Irish context, I will explore the 

implications of the university’s current policies and propose a feasible solution. 

The Irish Fire Code and Accessibility Gaps 

To begin, the current fire safety measures do meet regulations for Irish Code, however, 

the concern is strictly with Deaf and hard-of-hearing individuals as the current measures are 

insufficient. The Irish Fire Code emphasizes the importance of emergency lighting systems, 

stating their primary purpose is “to illuminate escape routes to assist safe exit from a location in 

the event of failure of the normal electrical supply” (Fire Code, p. 27). Additionally, I.S. 3217 

standards require functional emergency lighting systems across public buildings in Ireland. If a 

person was to be in a crowded room or their kitchen, they could simply hear the loud alarm and 

exit the building immediately. The additional emergency lighting usually involves a generator or 

green exit signs to direct people to the best escape route. With that said, the lighting only helps 

those who can see it or are in the area where the light can be seen. For example, if a person is in 

their room sleeping and the fire alarm goes off they will not see any escape or emergency 

lighting until they open their door to the public part of their building. They must rely on their 

sense of hearing to alarm them of the danger presented. Despite these regulations, the reliance on 

auditory alarms disproportionately affects DHH individuals who depend on visual cues for 

navigation during emergencies.  



In comparison, universities in countries like the United States have made strides in 

accommodating DHH individuals. For example, the University of Washington mandates visual 

alarms in all public buildings and residence halls, setting a precedent for accessibility  UCD lags 

behind these international standards, reflecting a broader gap in how Irish institutions address 

disability needs (University of Washington Housing and Food Services). Although UCD is an 

Irish university and is ranked within the “1% higher education institutions worldwide”, there 

seems to be a disconnect between what is best for the University and the people who make this 

university possible (“UCD by Numbers”). UCD does a phenomenal job with academia, events, 

inclusivity, and overall success of graduates, however, it is difficult to see the greater success of 

the college when there are individuals, such as myself, that are not represented. For a university 

to be within the top 1 percent of higher education and fail to meet accessibility standards that 

other universities have is an unacceptable issue. 

The Human Right to Accessibility 

Accessibility is a fundamental human right consecrated in both Irish and international 

law. Andrea Broderick, a leading researcher at Maastricht University, defines accessibility as 

“the inclusive practice of removing barriers to ensure equal access for persons with disabilities to 

built environments, goods, services, and facilities” (Broderick, 2020, p. 393). Without visual fire 

alarms, UCD fails to meet this standard, creating barriers for DHH individuals and 

compromising their safety. Broderick’s framework aligns with the Disability Act 2005, which 

mandates that Irish institutions eliminate barriers and improve accessibility for individuals with 

disabilities (“Disability Act 2005). Additionally, the Nationals Standards Authority of Ireland 

explains that Universal Design describes how the application in any format must consider 

“differences in ability, as with other diversity characteristics, to be part of the normal human 

experience” (National Standards Authority of Ireland). By not providing strobe lights, UCD 

violates this legal obligation, perpetuating systemic inequality. Furthermore, accessibility is not 

merely a legal obligation; it reflects a societal commitment to equity. Institutions like UCD have 

a moral responsibility to lead by example, ensuring that all students, regardless of ability, feel 

safe and included. Ignoring accessibility concerns sends a harmful message about the 

university’s priorities. 

As a student at UCD who identifies as Hard of Hearing, I have experienced firsthand the 

challenges posed by the university’s insufficient fire safety measures. This past November, while 

studying on the third floor of the James Joyce Library, I removed my hearing aids to minimize 

overstimulation from surrounding noise. When the fire alarm activated, I initially heard a faint 

sound but did not understand the severity of the situation. It was only after observing others 

evacuating that I realized there was an emergency. Upon reinserting my hearing aids, I was met 

with a blaring siren, which further delayed my response. Even though I was able to follow the 

other students and find the exit signs, I wondered what my experience could have been like if I 

had been alone. The what-ifs became my reality that if I could barely hear the alarm while in a 



public place, what would happen while sleeping? As a study abroad student, I looked for the 

university that best met my needs in addition to its location. Even with the accommodations in 

my housing and sleeping area, many concerns could be fixed with alarms that follow Universal 

Design. This incident underscores the critical need for visual alerts to ensure timely evacuation 

for DHH individuals, especially in a university setting where quiet environments like libraries 

are common.  

Addressing Photosensitive Epilepsy Concerns with Modern Strobe Light Design 

Before continuing this discussion, it is necessary to discuss a potential reason for the lack 

of visual alarms following its audio counterpart. A common argument against the installation of 

strobe lights is the potential risk they pose to individuals with photosensitive epilepsy. Epilepsy 

is a “neurological disorder which affects the brain” and certain things may trigger seizures to 

take place, including “missed medication.. lack of sleep, stress, [and] illness. Photosensitive 

epilepsy occurs in roughly “3-5%” of epileptic individuals and seizures may ‘potentially’ be 

triggered by flashing lights (Epilepsy Ireland). However, the National Disability Authority 

(NDA) addresses these concerns, noting that modern strobe lights, particularly LED-based 

systems, operate at safe frequencies of 2-4 hertz, well below the 5-30 hertz range most likely to 

trigger seizures (NDA, 2021). Proper installation to avoid overlapping flashes further mitigates 

these risks, making strobe lights a viable solution that balances safety and accessibility for all 

individuals. 

Moreover, modern technology offers customizable options that can cater to diverse 

needs. For example, some strobe systems (such as Lumastrobe and Ultra Secure) include 

adjustable brightness and frequency settings, ensuring safety for those with photosensitivity 

while providing critical alerts for DHH individuals 

Supporting Evidence from International Standards 

While Ireland’s fire safety regulations have yet to mandate visual alarms, international 

standards, such as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) have set a precedent for inclusive 

practices. The ADA requires that dormitories and public accommodations include visual alerts to 

ensure the safety of DHH individuals. This accessibility highlights a critical gap in Ireland’s fire 

safety measures, emphasizing the need for UCD to adopt similar practices. Although the ADA is 

not directly applicable in Ireland, it serves as a compelling example of how visual alarms can 

enhance accessibility and safety. From an Irish-specific perspective, the NDA’s guidelines 

recommend visual fire alarm systems as best practices for institutions aiming to comply with the 

Disability Act 2005. 

Failure to provide reasonable accommodations, such as strobe lights, exposes institutions 

to legal liability. In Ireland, case law has established that negligence leading to preventable harm 

constitutes a breach of duty (Irish Legal Guide). For example, in the precedent-setting case 



Musgrove v. Pandellis (1919), liability was assigned when negligence resulted in injury during a 

fire-related incident. This case involved a hotel fire where insufficient safety measures led to 

harm, demonstrating that institutions are accountable for ensuring adequate safety protocols. 

While this case predates modern disability law, its principles remain relevant. Since some safety 

measures match the case from 1919 and technology seems to have advanced rapidly, an 

emergency can potentially be more severe. If a fire-related emergency at UCD resulted in harm 

to a DHH individual due to the absence of visual alarms, the university could face significant 

legal repercussions under anti-discrimination and accessibility laws. 

Legal Obligations Under Irish Law and International Precedent 

The Disability Act 2005 explicitly requires public institutions to identify and eliminate 

barriers to accessibility, ensuring every person has equal access to facilities and services. UCD’s 

failure to implement strobe lights highlights a clear violation of this mandate. Similarly, the 

Equal Status Acts prohibit discrimination in access to goods, services, and facilities. Even though 

it may not be visible how certain services or facilities are not accessible, it is important to know 

that some areas of the university do not meet Equal Status Acts. By neglecting to provide visual 

fire alarms, UCD denies DHH individuals their right to safety, effectively discriminating against 

them based on disability. 

Jeffrey Brown, a legal scholar, reinforces this perspective in his paper “What Makes 

Disability Discrimination Wrong?” by arguing that “moral obligations to provide 

accommodations are essential to achieving equality and respect for individuals with disabilities” 

(Brown, 2021, p. 2). Reasonable accommodations, such as visual fire alarms, address structural 

barriers and express societal commitment to inclusivity and equality. These accommodations 

should not need to be labeled ‘accommodations’ as providing a visual alarm in addition to an 

audial one should already be the standard practice. 

The ADA’s requirement for visual alarms sets an international standard for accessibility 

in fire safety. Similarly, in the UK, the Equality Act 2010 mandates that public institutions make 

“reasonable adjustments” to accommodate individuals with disabilities (Equality Act 2010, c. 

15). Case law, such as Barclays Bank PLC v. Edwards (1999), which takes place in the United 

Kingdom demonstrates the legal repercussions of failing to implement such adjustments. 

Although these examples are outside the Irish jurisdiction, they underscore the growing global 

emphasis on accessibility. 

Institutions that fail to meet accessibility standards are often subject to significant legal 

and financial penalties. For example, in the Irish case M.X. v. Health Service Executive (2012), 

the HSE was ordered to pay €750,000 in damages for failing to provide reasonable 

accommodations to a patient with disabilities. This case illustrates the potential costs UCD could 

incur if found negligent in ensuring fire safety for DHH individuals. 



 

The Installation of Strobe Lights Is a Feasible and Necessary Solution 

The financial feasibility of installing strobe lights across UCD’s campus is well within 

reach. To estimate costs accurately, I used multiple sources to ensure the breakdown is grounded 

in realistic figures. Using my mathematical knowledge as well as other students studying 

engineering, I was able to find the following information and output. 

1. Number of Strobe Lights Required: UCD’s campus comprises approximately 60 

buildings, including accommodations, schools,  libraries, additional buildings, and 

offices, based on the UCD Campus Map and Building Directory. Assuming roughly 50 

strobe lights per building—covering lecture halls, separate study rooms, and common 

spaces—a total of 3,000  units would be necessary. 

2. Cost Per Unit: According to suppliers like Woodie’s and Kidde, strobe lights suitable for 

fire safety systems range between €50 and €150 each. 

3. Labor and Installation Costs Per Unit: Based on estimates from Stillorgan Electrical 

Services' main page, labor costs for professional installation average €100 per unit. 

Calculation: 

● Lower Estimate: (3,000 units x €50) + (3,000 units x €100) = €450,000 

● Upper Estimate: (3,000 units x €150) + (3,000 units x €100) = €750,000 

This investment, while significant, is modest compared to UCD’s annual budget 

allocations and revenue from tuition and student fees. UCD proudly claims they have received 

“722 million euro… in externally funded research in last 5 years” (UCD by Numbers). 

Understanding that this money was received by partnerships, organizations, and other institutions 

is clear, however, if the university claims to not be able to provide updated smoke/audio alarms 

due to cost, this will need to be further examined as they seem to be receiving a fair amount of 

funds from outside sources. With tuition for non-EU students reaching upwards of €20,000 

annually and on-campus housing costing an average of €7,000 per year, the university generates 

substantial income (University College Dublin 2024). Transparency in allocating this income is 

vital, especially when safety measures remain underfunded. 

Most Feasible Solution 

UCD must prioritize the installation of strobe lights in key locations. To address concerns 

about cost and potential disruption during installation, the university can phase in the upgrades 

over two to four years, beginning with the highest-risk buildings like sleeping areas and high-

occupancy lecture halls. By collaborating with electrical contractors specializing in accessibility-

focused safety systems, UCD can ensure efficient implementation while minimizing disruptions 



to campus activities. Additionally, the use of energy-efficient LED strobe lights aligns with the 

university’s sustainability goals. The best time of year to install in the areas would be 

summertime as most students are home and staff are on holiday. 

Beyond installing visual fire alarms, UCD must implement regular checks to ensure all 

systems are functioning. This includes scheduling maintenance for both auditory and visual 

components and receiving feedback from students, including those with disabilities, to identify 

any gaps in the alarm’s performance or accessibility. Furthermore, UCD could integrate 

advanced technologies, such as mobile-based emergency notifications to enhance campus-wide 

accessibility. This could be used with the Living at UCD app or a student broadcast to ensure 

every person in the area is aware of the danger. Even though accommodation provides a flashing 

light and small vibrator disc for sleeping areas, there could be a wearable wristband or SMS 

message that students use when an emergency takes place. 

Conclusion and Clear Investment 

Investing in strobe lights protects UCD from potential lawsuits and aligns with its ethical 

responsibility to provide a safe environment for all students. Furthermore, given Ireland’s recent 

allocation of substantial public funding for educational improvements, UCD has an opportunity 

to prioritize accessibility initiatives like fire safety upgrades. Even if there have been no cases of 

injured students, staff, or visitors on UCD’s campus, these improvements should be a priority to 

ensure the safety of everyone. If a study abroad student, who has been living in Ireland and their 

accommodation for less than four months can recognize a clear issue in accessibility- I can only 

wonder what other problems students may see spending four years on the campus. It is not just 

the accommodation but also the public spaces where students are at risk due to the university’s 

negligence.  

While UCD has been celebrated for its environmental initiatives, true environmental 

sustainability must account for the human environment. Investing in fire safety accessibility for 

DHH individuals fulfills legal and ethical obligations as well as aligns with the university’s 

broader commitment to sustainability and innovation. Ensuring that every student feels safe and 

included reflects the essence of a truly sustainable campus, that values its community as much as 

its ecological impact. 
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for schools. Additionally, the research found that over time, girls with disabilities 

experience higher rates of depression as they grow older.  

A key limitation of the study was the changes in the classification of certain conditions, 

as well as an increase in numbers across several groups. This made it difficult to identify 

specific trends or pinpoint clear evidence. However, one consistent finding was that girls 

consistently had higher numbers than boys, regardless of the overall increases observed. 

https://doi.org/10.26504/rs192
https://doi.org/10.26504/rs192


This was valuable as the study wanted to see a change in children’s ability and 

composition over the years. (230 words) 

Treanor, Declan. "The Journey Toward Universal Design for Learning and the Provision of 

Reasonable Accommodations to Students with Disabilities in Higher Education in Ireland." 

AHEAD Journal, https://www.ahead.ie/journal/. 

The author, Declan Treanor, is the Director of Disability Services at Trinity College 

Dublin. In his work, he emphasizes the need to reemphasize Universal Design for 

Learning (UDL) as a fundamental approach to education. He argues that inclusive 

learning practices are essential to creating a support system that can fully accommodate 

students with diverse needs. Treanor explores how (UDL) serves as a framework to 

ensure that educational environments are accessible, flexible, and designed to support all 

learners, including those with disabilities. 

He discusses the key drivers of inclusive learning, including policy shifts and 

pedagogical changes, as well as the stages involved in the development and 

implementation of inclusive learning models. Treanor particularly focuses on the 

evolving role of disability services staff in higher education, highlighting how they act as 

catalysts in promoting inclusivity and providing essential support to students. He 

examines how these services help ensure that students with disabilities are not excluded 

but are instead integrated into the academic community. 

Treanor also looks at the Trinity Inclusive Curriculum Project, an initiative designed to 

increase the diversity of the student population by promoting inclusive teaching practices 

and policies. This project focused on improving curriculum accessibility and teaching 

strategies, aiming to ensure that students from diverse backgrounds, including those with 

disabilities, have equal opportunities to succeed.  

This source is well-written and works great to explain how there is a need for Universal 

Design and Learning. (235 words) 
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