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‘A hireprool future depends on total
enlorcement ol regulations’

Dr Tanvir Manzur, professor at the Department of Civil Engineering in Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology (Buet), talks about recurring fire incidents
and the lack of fire safety in buildings in Dhaka and elsewhere in the country, in an exclusive interview with Monorom Polok of The Daily Star.

Why do we often see fire incidents
spiralling out of control?

A fire has a few stages: first comes the incipient
phase, then the growing phase, then the
burning phase. When we approach this from
the fire science perspective, a person can
control a fire at the incipient phase and the
growing phase. Once it reaches the burning
phase, ordinary people cannot put it out
anymore. An automated system might be an
option then.

We also see that these sorts of fires, while
burning slowly, suddenly grow huge. This
means once all of the “fuel” materials in
the affected area—meaning the furniture,
equipment, even ourselves; everything is fuel —
reach their ignition temperatures (due to the
heat), they will start burning. So once that
flashover stage is reached, everything catches
fire in the area and the fire starts spreading
upwards. If we can get an indication of fire
before this begins, it is possible to put it out.
But past the flashover stage, it is quite difficult
for even the fire service to put it out. As we see
in the case of many big fires, the fire service
struggles to put them out despite hours of
effort. The fire goes out only when all of the
fuels burn out. So any fire needs to be dealt
with by the growing phase.

Some of my colleagues and I were watching
avideo of the recent Bailey Road fire. It seemed
to have been growing for quite some time
belore people knew what was going on. Why?
Because there wasn’t any fire detection system.
No alarms, no smoke detection machines. If
there had been such a system, it could have
detected the fire as soon as it started, and
perhapsit could have been put out by someone.

How is afireincident typically approached?
In any fire incident, there are three things
to remember: first is protecting lives, then
protecting properties, and then protecting the
environment. Saving lives is the number one
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priority, before anything else.

We need a system that will prevent a fire
from reaching the flashover stage. And even if
it reaches that phase, it must be contained to a
limited area, and all the people must be moved
away from the affected building/area so that
there are no casualties.

What went wrong in the Bailey Road fire?

In the Bailey Road incident, by the time people
from the upper floors learnt about the fire, it
was already in the flashover phase. Then there
was the building itself. We have all been to
buildings similar to the one that caught fire. It
had a small lift and an adjacent small stairway.
So smoke from the fire went up through all
the openings available within the building. We
need to remember that in a fire, most people
die from inhaling carbon monoxide before
burning. So by the time people realised the
building was on fire, there probably wasn’t any
place to escape to that was smokeless. Also,

Every time there is a big fire
incident, we get concerned
and anxious, but soon
forget about it. So this time
around, we need to keep
our focus on track. We need
to keep the pressure on all
the relevant organisations
that are associated with

the maintenance of the
building code. It has to be
followed without exception.
The media in particular
should keep it on their
agenda so that we don’t lose
sight of this very dangerous
situation we are currently in.
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there were no smoke detectors and fire alarms
to alert people; by the time they became aware,
it was too late.

Also, there were no fire exits in the building.
And just fire exits themselves aren’t enough
cither. They need to be enclosed. There is also
a rating system to show how long they should
be able to hold out: one hour, two hours, etc.
There is also the occupant load to consider:
how many people should be in the building.
There is also a limit to the travel distance
between a fire exit and the shops in these sorts
of buildings. If the distance is too much, then
there is supposed to be an additional fire exit.
The doors also have to open to the outside as
people start panicking in times of fire, and
can’t think clearly.

What can be done for buildings that have
already been built without following the
proper guidelines?

If we look at the Bangladesh National Building
Code (BNBC), we will see that it is adequate and

adaptation approaches

Dr Haseeb Md Irfanullah

strict. There are performance-based directives
as well.

In the case of an already constructed
building that has not followed all the rules
and guidelines, we can do back calculations.
See what’s the condition of the stairs. If it is
possible to put in a fire exit. If not, then we have
to calculate what is the maximum number of
people that can occupy the building safely. Or
perhaps we can consider adding sprinklers,
which will give a bit of a buffer zone. But these
decisions have to be made after making a case
study of each building.

How come so many buildings have been
built without properly following the
building code? What can we change going
Jorward?

This is probably the most critical question.
Not following laws, knowing them but still
breaking them, and greed altogether—are all
major reasons behind the ignorance/neglect
of the building code.

Going forward, I can think of three
important steps. Firstly, there must be strict
and blind execution of the building code. We
need to follow the guidelines without cutting
corners. Secondly, if we find that there may
be necessary enhancements, we need to be
conscious enough o add them in. Lastly, we
need formal education. Our children don’t
get any training on how to deal with a fire
incident. This should be incorporated into
their education. We do offer some courses
related to fire at Buet and are in the process of
building an institute as well. Then it might be
able to help in formalising fire education.

Gas coylinders are now being increasingly
used in restaurants as well as in
households. Does this increase the
probability of fire incidents?

Using gas cylinders doesn’t necessarily
increase the chance that an accident will
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Just before the coronavirus showed itself
in China, Bangladesh did something
unprecedented. On November 13, 2019,
its parliament unanimously adopted a
“planetary emergency” motion where
climate change crisis and biodiversity loss
crisis were brought together to deal with
urgently. The motion was placed by Saber
Hossain Chowdhury, the then-chair of the
parliamentary standing committee on
the environment ministry. But four years
on, do we see such a combined approach
when we think of actions towards these
two crises?

The simplest example of such a
joint action would be protecting the
Sundarbans, by doing which we not only
conserve its rich biodiversity, but also
ensure that this 7,000-year-old mangrove
forest removes sufficient carbon dioxide
fromtheatmosphereandactsasanarmour
against cyclones and coastal floods. At
the project level, the Community-Based
Adaptation in the Ecologically Critical
Areas through Biodiversity Conservation
and Social Protection Project (CBA-ECA
Project, 2010-2015) of the Department
of Environment (DoE) is one of the first
projects directly addressing both crises.
But as many other projects will confirm,
we either tried to protect biodiversity or to
adapt to climate change, not both.

Of course, exceptional approaches
are there, such as the Ecosystem-based
Adaptation (EbA). To adjust to climate
change, when we use nature’s or
ecosystems’ processes or biodiversity, we
call it EbA. Examples include expanding
our coastal green belt through mangrove
plantation so that increased visits from
cyclones do not harm us too much,
practising floating agriculture to ensure
food security by tackling waterlogging,
restoring the natural water bodies of our
municipalities as a part of flood control,
and planting trees in the upstream hilly
area so that water is stored there despite
projected low rainfall in the future.

Nevertheless, over the last five years,
one approach took shape quite strongly in
relation to climate change and biodiversity
conservation: Nature-based  Solutions
(NbS). NbS in fact brings together many
ecosystem-related activities, including
EbA. NDS is essentially using biodiversity
and ecosystems to tackle many of our
critical problems, like food insecurity,

poverty, and climate change. The beauty
of NbS is that along with benefitting us,
a good NbS intervention benefits our
biodiversity too. So, in short, NbS is a
much wider concept, while EbA is one
kind of NbS, focusing on climate change
adaptation.

Speaking of adaptation, participatory
or people-oriented adaptation has
long been in the conversation and

This has changed lately. In 2019,
international  think tanks started
defining a new concept called Locally Led
Adaptation (LLA). Here, the focus is on
the people of the smallest administrative
or governance units (say upazilas or
unions for Bangladesh), rather than on
“community,” and leadership is given to
people living within those boundaries.
But at the same time, public and
private stakeholders outside that unit
are linked for inclusive, well-thought
out, well funded, effective, flexible, and
sustainable adaptation actions.

NbS and LLA are framed, nurtured,
and popularised by two different
groups of experts, globally. But both
concepts operate in climate change
space and have clear guiding principles
to follow. Made up of eight criteria and
28 indicators, IUCN’s Global Standard
for NbS can be used to design, monitor

approaches look like?
In late 2023, UNDP Bangladesh
tried such an integration as a part of
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happen. However, certain precautions must be
taken to store the cylinders. How many can you
store in one place, and how (o ensure the safety
of that place? As the cylinders carry flammable
substances, they will catch fire if there is a
certain amount of heat around them. So some
compartmentalisation may be required.

Nowadays, in residential areas, we see all
the cylinders of one building being stacked
up in one place. This increases the amount
of combustible substance in one place. So
guidelines on hazardous materials must be
strictly enforced when storing gas cylinders.
Without proper enforcement, safety codes
mean nothing.

Do you have any suggestions for the
general public regarding fire hazards and
incidents?

Every time there is a big fire incident, we
get concerned and anxious, but soon forget
about it. So this time around, we need to
keep our focus on track. We need to keep the
pressure on all the relevant organisations that
are associated with the maintenance of the
building code. It has to be followed without
exception. The media in particular should
keep it on their agenda so that we don’t lose
sight of this very dangerous situation we are
currently in.

Basic fire safety should be taught at schools
as well, because today’s kids will grow up to
become owners of buildings and businesses
and will run such establishments. So the
importance of fire safety must be instilled in
them from a young age. This would teach them
what to do when there is an emergency as well
as the importance of why certain steps must
be taken so we don’t end up in another crisis
situation.

Enforcement, awareness, and formal
education together can make a future possible
where fire incidents don’t cause preventable
deaths.
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developing its Sundarbans Area Based 17 Soccer Star Hamm 6 Bile producer
Programme (SABP). In Khulna city, 18 Annual celebration 7 Hubbub

diverse stakeholders came  together 19 Make a choice 8 It follows the last quarter
to identify NbS interventions best for 20 Bear’s lair 9 Walk

the Sundarbans catchment area, and 21 Do some modeling 12 Lists of candidates
attempted toarticulate their effectiveness 22 Dance’s de Mille 16 Pros’ charges

by using eight LLA principles. Later on in

25 Curses
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Dhaka, government officials, researchers, 26 Made a sketch 22 Confuses
NGOs, CSOs, think tanks, UN agencies, 27 Sprinted 23 Furrows
and development partners explored the 28 Market indicator 24 Rhode Island city
benefits, challenges, and opportunities 29 FDR’s program 25 Cry like a baby
of an NbS-LLA integration, keeping in 33 Cut off 27 Share, as an old story
mind the globally important ecosystem 34 Not in custody 29 Fleet- based
called the Sundarbans. 35 Change over time 30 Make blank
This multi-stakeholder exercise is 37 Safe-keeping 31 Concur

one of the first ones in the world and
showed that i) at conceptual level, we
could integrate NbS and LLA; ii) our
knowledge and understanding of such
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Nature-based Solutions (NbS) is essentially using biodiversity and ecosystems to tackle many of our critical problems.

practice. Built on other community-
based approaches, such as community-
based natural resource management
(CBNRM), community-based adaptation
(CBA) has been well-established in the
adaptation venture worldwide, especially
in Bangladesh. That inspired leading
climate expert Dr Saleemul Huq to call
Bangladesh the “adaptation capital of
the world,” and prompted Ban Ki-moon
to brand this country the “best teacher”
in adaptation.

and evaluate an NbS intervention, while
LLA is guided by eight principles to be
followed in a wide range of situations.
Both approaches also strongly focus on
inclusive governance, knowledge-based
management, economic capability, and
sustainability of the actions taken. In
recent national planning processes,
Bangladesh’s ~ National  Adaptation
Plan (NAP2050) and Mujib Climate
Prosperity Plan (MCPP2041) also focus
on both approaches, but separately. So,
what would a combination of these two

combined approaches is improving; iii)
to some extent, we have the necessary
capacity, skills and tools needed for such
an integration; and most importantly,
iv) despite our organisational and
strategic differences, we are eager to
collaborate on an NbS-LLA integration.
Now it is the time to urgently design,
fund and implement NbS programmes
in ecologically important and climate-
vulnerable areas by following LLA
principles to get maximum benefits and
lasting outcomes.
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