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Strengthen law enforcement to eliminate hidden

risks in old buildings
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A tragic fire broke out in a
tenement building on Canton
Road in Yau Ma Tei a few
days ago, causing 7 deaths

and 11 injuries. This tragedy once again
sounded the alarm bell on hidden fire
hazards in old buildings in Hong Kong.
Old buildings in Hong Kong are flooded
with unlicensed restaurants and illegally
subdivided flats. As most of them do not
comply with the local fire safety standard
and are densely populated, fire incidents
can lead to unimaginable consequences.
Fundamentally speaking, hidden fire haz-
ards in old buildings are difficult to elimi-

nate because property owners only care

about their interests and disregard safety.
The should

strengthen inspections to eliminate hid-

government not only
den hazards, but also promptly prosecute
owners and operators who neglect safety

and blatantly disregard the lives of oth-

as] Aeauyer

ers. By doing so, public awareness will in-

crease, and such tragedies will hopefully
never occur again.

The tenement building where the trag-
edy took place was built in 1951 and has

no fire safety system. The restaurant in-
volved was also unlicensed. At the time
of the incident, three ethnic minority fam-
ilies were gathering to celebrate a child's
birthday along with a traditional festival.
When the fire broke out, they were
trapped by flames and smoke as there
was only one door, therefore causing seri-
ous casualties. After the incident, the Fire
Services Department set up a task force
to investigate both the cause of the fire
and the cause of the serious casualties.
The Fire Services Department and the
Buildings Department will also start in-
specting more than 2,500 residential and
commercial buildings that are over 60
years old to check on fire escape routes
and other potential fire hazards. The
joint operation is expected to complete
by the end of the year.

There are 6,000 buildings which are
at least 50 years old in Hong Kong, and
nearly half of them are located in the
Yau Tsim Mong District. Many unli-
censed restaurants, clubs, and upstairs
bars are situated in these old buildings.
Some 25,000 flats were also subdivided

into 86,400 smaller units, housing nearly
210,000 people. The fire escapes in these
old buildings are narrow and often ob-
structed while the fire doors are usually
left open. The building works associated
with the subdivision of flats could cause
overloading to the building structure.
Poor and illegal electrical wiring may al-
so lead to short circuit. These potential
fire hazards in old buildings have spi-
raled out of control and became a timed
bomb that poses a serious threat to pub-
lic safety.

According to the Fire Services Ordi-
nance, all buildings completed before
1987 must undergo fire safety improve-
ment works, such as installing automatic
sprinklers, fire hose reels, emergency
lighting systems, fire alarms, etc. In order
to help property owners of old composite
buildings to carry out the improvement
works and comply with fire safety require-
ments, the government launched the Fire
Safety Improvement Works Subsidy
Scheme in 2018. The scheme's funding
of HK $2 billion could cover improve-

ment works of more than 2,000 targeted

buildings. Another HK$3 billion was allo-
cated soon after to launch Operation
Building Bright 2.0, a scheme that aims
to provide technical and financial sup-
port to eligible property owners. Howev-
er, hidden fire risks still linger on as
many property owners are still reluctant
to bear the costs, and chose to ignore the
government's instructions on the grounds
that there are difficulties in installation.
The fire was tragic, but it did not hap-
pen without a reason.

The Garley Building fifth-alarm fire in
1996 shook Hong Kong as it took the
lives of 41 people and left 80 injured.
The government responded by amending
the Fire Services Ordinance, as the trage-
dy revealed problems such as poor public
awareness and obsolete fire safety stan-
dards for old composite buildings. Ac-
cording to the amended Fire Safety Ordi-
nance, improvement works must be car-
ried out and completed within a year af-
ter receiving the fire safety direction
from the Buildings Department, but own-
ers could apply for deadline extensions.
If the owner fails to comply with the fire

Jomsuy

safety direction within a reasonable time
and fails to provide sufficient grounds to
the

Fire Services Department and the Build-

support an extension application,

ings Department are legally obliged to
take action. Once convicted, the owner
could face penalties including fines of up
to HK $25,000. Now that another tragic
fire has struck Hong Kong, the
of blood”

the government must rigorously enforce

[13
lesson

from years ago dictates that

the law and prosecute those property
and business owners who ignore fire safe-
ty regulations.

The cause of the tragic fire is related
to ethnic minorities celebrating the tradi-
tional festival of Diwali. Placing light can-
dles on the floor for good luck is one of
the customs of this festival, yet it is this
very custom that has resulted in tragedy.
On the premise of respecting minority
cultures, the government should also rem-
edy the situation and prevent future re-
currence. The government should step
up publicity on fire safety among ethnic
minority groups and strengthen inspec-

tions, especially during their festivities.
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