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1-Hong Kong Island
2- Kowloon
3-Newtrritories
4-International finance center
5-Garley Building
6-flash over

7-oferation incident

commander

8-Incident command system
9-Strategic Level
10-Tactical Level

11-Task Level

12-High Pressure fog Nozzel
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Hong Kong is a special administrative region of China, situated in the south-east part of

China and comprising three major areas, namely: the Hong Kong Island, Kowloon and the

New Territories. The total area of Hong Kong is about 1,095 km2.
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Within such a limited small area, we have a total
population of around 6.5 million. Most people
of Hong Kong have to work and live in high-rise
buildings for obvious reasons. According to the
statistics, the total number of high-rise buildings in
Hong Kong is over 15,000 blocks.

In view of the densely populated conditions, the
number of fire calls is comparatively high. In
2003, the Hong Kong Fire Services Department

responded to 37,774 fire calls, with an average of

103 per day.

The Hong Kong Fire Services Department is an
emergency service responsible for firefighting and
rescue on land and sea. It also provides an emergency

ambulance service for the sick and the injured, and
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gives fire portection advice to the public.

In total, there are 8,688 wuniformed members
including around two thou-sand ambulancemen
posted at 74 fire stations, 31 ambulance depots and
6 fireboat fire stations.

As mentioned before, there are thousands of high-
rise buildings of verious types in Hong Kong. At
present, the highest building is the International
Finance Centre which is 88 storeys, 420m in height.
This skyscraper is of course installed with the most
advanced and sophisticated fire service installations
including sprinkler systems, smoke extraction
systems, pressurized staircases, etc. However, tgere
are many old high-rise buildings only equipped with
minimal fire service installations in accordance
with the old regulations, but without the most vital
system, the sprinkler system.

On 20 November 1996, a disastrous fire broke
out in an old commercial high-rise building,
namely the Garley Building. Before the tragedy,
the passenger lifts of the building were under-
soing major maintenance work. One of the lift
cars was removed from the lift shaft and the
associated lift doors on various floors including
those on the top floors were also replacement.
As a temporary arrangement, the lift openings
were only blocked up by wooden hoardings.
Inside the lift-shaft bamboo scaffold-ings were

erected for workers to carry out the maintenance



workers to carry out the maintenance work
inside.

On the afternoon of that date, whilst workers were
carrying out electrical welding work onside the
lift shaft, the molten droplets generated from the
electric arc welding process ignited combustible
materials inside the lift landing door hoarding on
the 2nd floor.

The fire thence spread upwards, ignited the mambo
scaffoldings forming a mushroom effect through
the lift shaft.

In view of the removal of the lift doors as mentioned
before, the tremendous heat and fire eventually
burnt down the wooden hoardings placed at the
life doors and engulfed the top 13th, 14th and 15th
floors of building. Due to the high temperature,
combustibles along the passage of fire spread were
ignited.

When the people rescue opened the windows for
help, this caused a sudden induction of air into
the three top floors and gave rise to a 'flash over'
fire phenomenon and all three floors burst into
flames almost simultaneously. At the peak of the
firefighting and rescue operation, more than 170
firefighters and 42 fire appliances were turned out
to tackle the blaze. Despite the fact the more than
10 persons were successfully rescued from the
building, the fire caused 40 fatalities and injured 67

persons and 14 Service members.

Professional firefighters, 1 think, will all agree

with me that to tackle a major fire inside a high-
rise building is by no means an easy job due to the

following reasons:

Difficulties Encountered in High Rise Building Fires

(1) Firefighting in high-rise building is a
physically demanding task. Firemen will
engage in strenuous activities such as
climbing long fight of stairs carrying with
them heavy equipment and sometimes
rescuing a large number of persons to place
of safety. They are required to work in an
extremely hot, humid and smoke-filled
environment.

(i1) Maintaining an adequate water supply and
working pressure for fire fighting jets,
especially in the event of building FSI
failure, is an energy consuming process

that firemen have to carry out with great
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(iif)

(iv)
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physical exertion.

Owing to the working duration of their
Breathing Apparatus sets, firemen are
working under extreme stress when they
are conducting stress when they are
conducting search and rescue in smoke-
logged conditions.

Curtain-walled building design entails a
unique problem in high-rise building fire.
Smoke and heat are bottled-up within a
compartment. Such a condition greatly
increases the likelihood of a 'flashover'.
Unauthorized building alterations, such as
breach of designed compartmentations may
lead to unusual and unexpected fire spread

and smoke travel.

Command and control/communications

Crew control and team work are important
issues when fighting a fire in high-rise building
and such should be deployed in accordance with
the Incident Command System (ICS)

Objective of ICS

ICS is an integrated command framework
applicable to all emergency operations, which
aims to improve the performance in command,
control and co-ordination. By strengthening the

accountability and control of personnel. Safety
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(ii)

and operational efficiency at scene would
be enhanced. ICS places strong emphasis on
command control.
The ICS organization structure is top-down.
In a major inci-dent, its basic configuration
includes three levels, as follows:

strategic level: Comprises Commander,
Aide, Information officer, Liaison Officer,
Marshalling Officer,

should operate strictly at this level, and is

etc. Commander
responsible for establishing Strategic Goals,
setting priorities, predicting outcomes,
assigning Tactical Objectives to units at
Tactical Level and assessing the progress of
operation. Internal search & rescue, external
rescue and containing the fire are often the
three major strategic goals of a structural
fire. However, the priority assigned to
individual goal may very depending on the
fire situations.

Tactical Level: Comprises Sector Officers
and Ambulance Incident Officer. They
would lead their crews and directed to
perform specific Tactical Objectives. For
example, ventilation, forcible entry and fire
fighting are tactical objectives that need to
be implemented. The Rescue Officer would
mainly responsible for the search and rescue

operation. The Sector Officer and Rescue



(iii)

Officer should report to the Commander the

progress of work regularly.

Task Level: Individual crews or BA teams
discharge various activities to accomplish
assigned tactical objectives, e.g. searching
a specific floor or getting a branch to work.
Individual members who are tasked to
particular job/posts should promptly and
regularly to his Sector Officer the progress
of the work.

Documentation of Incident

The need to properly document the details of incidents,
in particular those incidents involving multiple
casualties or fatalities is obvious. The ICS forms
specially designed serve two main purposes. The first
one is to serve as a reminder or checklist with a view to
avoiding omission of vital action during the operation
whilst the second purpose is to document the details of
incidents for debriefing and preserving evidence for

possible court hearing in due course.
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