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April 20, 2016

The Honorable Ashton B. Carter
Secretary of Defense

U.S. Department of Defense
1400 Defense Pentagon
Washington, D.C. 20301

Dear Secretary Carter:

[ write to urge you to take meaningful action to protect military families from the hidden
dangers involving window-covering cords. Nearly every month for the past two decades, a child
has died from strangulation by an accessible window covering cord. An accessible window
covering cord includes any operational, pull or internal cord that a child could wrap around their
neck. These incidents, which occur when an infant or toddler becomes entangled in a hazardous
loop from a window covering with an accessible cord, happen in a matter of seconds and
silently—victims are unable to cry out for help.

The latest tragic incident happened just last month, when a seven-year-old was found
dead, tangled in window-blind cords that were standard issue in his family’s military housing at
Fort Detrick in Maryland. Military families are bound by unique circumstances that may make
them particularly vulnerable to this hazard. Based on data from the Consumer Product Safety
Commission (CPSC), which I have enclosed with this letter, there have been af least six fatal
strangulations in military housing and four near-fatal strangulations since 1996. The actual
number of incidents is likely higher, since there is no way of knowing whether an incident took
place in military housing unless the investigator specifies the type of dwelling. One military
housing facility, the Marine Corps Base Camp Lejeune in Jacksonville, NC, was the site of three
of these incidents over the course of just five years.!

Children under five years of age are most at risk of death or serious injury from
strangulation due to window-covering cords, and they also make up a large percentage of all
military children.? In addition, long and multiple deployments of a military parent exacerbate the
challenges of childcare, making it difficult to provide the constant supervision necessary
wherever there is a window covering with an accessible cord. Furthermore, the practicalities of
serving in the military—not knowing how long you will be stationed at a particular base and the
frequent relocations—often make leasing military housing, and accepting whatever window
covering it comes with, the only sensible option for a family.

! Incidents occurred in 2008, 2011, and 2012.

? Department of Defense. 2013 Demographics Report. “Of the 1,888,486 total military children in 2013, the largest
percentage are between birth and 5 years of age (37.4%)...”
http://download.militaryonesource.mil/12038/MOS/Reports/2013-Demographics-Report.pdf



Consequently, it is shocking that military housing not only is frequently furnished with
window coverings with dangerous accessible cords, but also often prohibit changing out window
coverings and fine households that do so on a “per window” basis. Strangulation deaths by
window-covering cords are entirely preventable. Furthermore, thanks to commitments by lower
cost retailers like IKEA, Target, and Wal-Mart to no longer sell window coverings with
accessible cords, replacing dangerous window coverings can be done affordably.

Accordingly, I urge the Department of Defense (DoD) to take action to eliminate the
window-covering cord threat to military children. Military households should have the right to
replace their window coverings so that they are child-safe. As DoD renews and negotiates new
contracts with its military housing partners, I urge you to ensure that the replacement of
dangerous window coverings in households with young children is prioritized. In addition, I
respectfully request you report back the following information:

1. A spreadsheet of all military housing and whether or not window coverings installed
in each community is safe for young children (contains no accessible cords).

a. For military housing with window coverings with accessible cords, whether
tenants are allowed to replace window coverings without penalty.

2. Any action DoD has taken to replace dangerous window coverings in military
housing.

3. Any education and outreach DoD has conducted to make sure military families are
aware of the risks of window coverings with accessible cords.

Servicemembers sign up to serve their country knowing they may be put in harm’s way,
but they do not expect this to also apply to their children, and certainly not in their own home. 1

trust you agree that the DoD has a duty to do as much as it can to make the homes for military
families as safe as possible. I look forward to hearing your response.

Sincerely,

' Richard Blumenthal ;

United States Senate

Enc: Window Covering Incidents Related to Military Housing.
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