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12.0 FIRE & SCALDS

12.1 Incidence and Costs

Fire & scalds produce a relatively large number of injuries but they are generally minor in nature 
with very few hospitalisations.  In1998-1999, there were an estimated 14,060 fire & scald injury 
events with a total of 2,640 hospitalisations (19%) for injury – 1,655 male and 985 female cases.cc 

The lifetime cost of fires & scalds was $75 million, which made it one of the least costly of the 
specific mechanisms analysed, with an average cost of $5,350 overall and $5,590 for males and 
$5,010 for females.  Of the direct cost of $14 million, males consumed $8.5 million or 60% and 
females the remaining $5.9 million.  There was $61 million of mortality and morbidity costs with 
the male estimate being $38 million or 62% of the cost and the female estimate $23 million or 
38% of the cost.  

12.2 Event Frequencies

12.2.1 Deaths

Of the 51 recorded deaths, 57% or 29 were male with none in the under fives and most occurring 
at 15-24 years of age.  For females there were only 22 deaths, which were spread over the 
age groups but the highest death count was after age 75.  These different age patterns had 
an impact on the YLL and YLD calculations such that male YLL:YLD ratio was below 1 but the 
female was greater than 1.

12.2.2 Hospitalisations

81% of all fire & scald cases did not require hospitalisation but like other mechanisms, this type of 
injury is dominated by males in terms of severity, with a higher rate and frequency of hospitalisation 
for males than for females, although after age 75 the female count exceeds that of the male (Chart 
42).  Both sexes carry a high risk of fire & scald injury before age five, although the male is greater, 
but thereafter the relative male risk increases.  The greatest difference between the sexes arises at 
age 15-24 age with the male rate three times greater than that of the female.

The overall rate of hospitalisation for males is almost double that of females at 52 per 100,000 
as opposed to 30 per 100,000.  The highest rates of hospitalisation are in the infant and early 
childhood years (0-14) with 37% of hospitalisations in the under five year olds and 55 in those 
under 15 years.  The under five male rate of hospitalisation was 258 per 100,000 and the female 
rate 190.  There is an increase in incidence after age 75 with only 6% of hospitalisations but rates 
of 47.5 and 41.5 respectively.
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Footnotes 

cc) This hospitalisation count was extracted from the NSW Inpatient Statistical Collection – the count includes only those 
cases that recorded an ICD10AM Chapter IX ‘consequence of injury’ code and excludes those cases that may have a 
Chapter XX ‘external cause’ code on the record but for which no Chapter IX code is given.  The total number of events – 
including those not requiring hospitalisation – is estimated from the epidemiological assumptions embedded in the Victorian 
Department of Human Services (1999) Burden of Disease study; as publicly available on the departmental website.
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Chart 42:  Hospitalisations for fire & scalds by age & sex (NSW 1998-1999)

12.2.3 Years of life lost to mortality & morbidity

The impact of death and disability is captured in the summary measure of health status, the 
Disability Adjusted Life Year (DALY).  In 1998-1999, the deaths attributable to fires & scalds were 
equivalent to 520 years of life lost (YLL) for males and 425 for females.  The years of life lost to 
disability (YLD) were slightly higher for males at 650 YLDs compared to 310 for females.  This 
represents a YYL:YLD ratio for males of only 0.8 and for females of 1.4.  The aggregation of these 
measures gives DALYs of 1,170 for males and 730 for females – a male:female ratio of 1.6.  

Chart 43:  Disability adjusted life years for fire & scalds (NSW 1998-1999)
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Mortality and morbidity losses were not as great for fire & scalds as with other mechanisms.  The 
greatest losses arose in the younger years decreasing with age for both sexes, although males 
age 25-34 were at much greater risk than the female (Chart 43).  The observed range for injured  
males was nearly twice that of injured females.  The differences arose because the distribution 
of deaths between the sexes differed with male deaths greatest in the middle years and female 
deaths skewed toward the older years Charts 44 and 45) – and so male losses would be greater 
given the DALY algorithm.  

Hospitalised burns have an extremely wide ranging impact on the DALY so that rare catastrophic 
events can impact on the empirically obtained estimates in a way that would not necessarily 
persist from year to year.  Hence the modelled figure for males 15-24 years old has been 
impacted on by this type of sample variation as the DALY curve dips widely whereas the 
smoothed hospitalisation curve shows regular behaviour.

Chart 44:  Male DALY components for Fire & Scalds (NSW 1998-1999)

Chart 45:  Female DALY components for Fire & Scalds (NSW 1998-1999)

12.3 Lifetime costs of fire & scald injuries arising in 1998-1999
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12.3.1 Direct Costs

Chart 46:  Fire & Scald Direct Costs by Category (NSW 1998-1999)

Fire & Scalds were one of the lower cost mechanisms.  Direct costs were estimated at $14 
million with the male cost being $8.5 million and the female cost being $5.9 million (Table 31). 
As the incidence falls with age so do direct costs, although there is a slight increase in both the 
incidence of hospitalisation and direct cost after 65 years of age (Chart 47).

Chart 47:  Fire & Scalds Direct Costs by Age & Sex (NSW 1998-1999)

Average direct costs

The overall average direct cost is a low $1,020 with the male average $1,030 and the female 
$1,005 (Table 30).  This may be attributable to the large number of minor cases that are not 
hospitalised.

12.3.1.1 Hospitalisation Costs 

By far the highest cost item was hospitalisation which consumed an average of 72% of the total 
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direct cost followed by other medical care at 20% (Chart 46).  The high cost was due to the 
number of hospitalised cases and the high cost of hospital care and is comparable to the cost 
structure identified in the Australian Institute of Health & Welfare costing of injury for 1993-1994 
– where hospital costs represented 80% of total cost, and medical care a further 16%.

Chart 48:  Fire & Scald Hospitalisation Costs by Age & Sex (NSW 1998-1999)

The cost of treating males is consistently greater until after age 65 but the differences between 
the sexes are less than for other mechanisms (Chart 48).  The observed differences may not 
persist from year to year due to the highly variable nature of the hospital costs associated with 
burns cases.

Average hospitalisation costs

The average hospitalisation cost varies very little by age and sex (Table 30).  It is $3,885 overall 
but $3,920 for males and $3,740 for females.   Neither sex has consistently higher average costs 
with the female cost being higher than that of the male for the under fives and the 35-44, the 55-
64 and 65-74 year age groups.  The highest average cost is for females aged 65-74 at $10,130 
(males: $7,340) as well as the lowest average for females aged 5-14 years ($1,385). 

12.3.2 Mortality & Morbidity Costs

The application of the average value of a year of healthy living of $32,000 to the estimated 
number of DALYs attributable to fire & scalds produces an estimate of the cost of lost future work 
plus pain and suffering of $38 million for males and $23 million for females - a total of $61 million 
(Table 32).  The cost of lost DALYs is greater for males than females except at ages 55-64 and 
over 75 years; the difference being greatest at age 25-34 (Chart 49).

Chart 49:Fire & Scald Mortality and Morbidity Costs by Age & Sex (NSW 1998-1999)
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The average intangible cost per person injured is a relatively low $4,330; for males it is $4,560 
per male injured whilst for females it is almost the same at $4,005 per female injured. 

12.3.3 Total Lifetime Costs

Total lifetime costs for fire & scalds in NSW in 1998-1999 were around $75 million consisting 
of $14 million of direct costs and $61 million of mortality and morbidity costs (Table 32).  As 
fire & scalds is an injury associated with the young, the greatest lifetime loss was in the under 
fives at $15 million followed by the 5-14 year age group at $14 million.  For males in these age 
groups, DALYs represented 78% and 87% of the total cost respectively whilst for females, DALYs 
represented 77% and 88% respectively (Table 29).  This cost relationship shifts over time, with 
the significance of the direct costs being greatest after age 55.  The average lifetime cost of 
injury was $5,350 overall - $5,590 for males and $5,010 for females.

Table 29:  Relationship between direct and intangible (DALY) costs

DALY share of total

 0-4 5-14 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-55 55-64 65-74 75+ Total

Male 0.78 0.87 0.78 0.88 0.85 0.81 0.68 0.79 0.59 0.82

Female 0.77 0.88 0.91 0.74 0.85 0.72 0.80 0.63 0.63 0.80

All 0.78 0.87 0.85 0.85 0.85 0.78 0.76 0.72 0.61 0.81

Ratio Direct:Intangible

 0-4 5-14 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-55 55-64 65-74 75+ Total

Male 0.28 0.16 0.28 0.14 0.17 0.24 0.46 0.26 0.70 0.23

Female 0.30 0.14 0.10 0.36 0.18 0.39 0.25 0.59 0.58 0.25

All 0.29 0.15 0.18 0.18 0.17 0.28 0.32 0.38 0.63 0.24

12.4 Discussion

This work demonstrates the relatively low dollar value of fire & scalds given the low incidence of 
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severe burn related injury.  The result is very similar to that gotten in the 1993-1994 direct cost 
estimates of the Australian Institute of Health & Welfare (AIHW) and the 1993-1994 direct and 
indirect cost estimates (human capital approach) of the Monash University Accident Research 
Centre (MUARC).  

There is not a lot of variation between the three study estimates in terms of the internal share 
of direct costs attributable to each mechanism.  If all complications of care categories are 
excluded, then fire & scalds contribute 2.1% of the total in the IRMRC work, which is almost the 
same figure as found in the national AIHW study at 2.5% but differs slightly from the MUARC 
estimate 3.18%.

Table 30:  Average hospital and average total direct costs due to fire & scalds NSW 1998-1999

Fire&Scalds 0-4 5-14 15-24 25-34 35-44 

FIRE AND SCALDS
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