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in brief
BAY OF BENGAL: At least 63 people 
died and hundreds were missing in 
India and Bangladesh after severe 
monsoon storms. 

DUBAI: Colonel Rashid Thani Al 
Matroushi, Director of Dubai Civil 
Defence, was standing in the Federal 
National Council elections. He has 
called for a crisis management and 
prevention committee to be set up, 
according to reports, and wants to 
introduce legislation to protect lives, 
property and the environment.

ECUADOR: Forty-seven people died in 
a bus crash in a mountain road near 
Quito; 17 children were among the 
victims. Poorly maintained vehicles 
and blind curves on the mountainous 
roads in this region contribute to the 
many crashes in this area.

GUATEMALA: More than 42 people 
were killed when a bus left the road 
in heavy fog and rain, crashing into a 
100m ravine. 

INDONESIA: A massive rubbish dump 
collapsed in September, burying 
several people and killing at least 
three of them.

JAPAN: Nine people were killed and 
more than 200 injured when Typhoon 
Shanshan struck south-west Japan, 
causing torrential rain that led to 
flash floods and landslides.  

PHILIPPINES: A bomb which detonated 
in front of Makila town hall during a 
festival killed 12 people.  

ITALY: Hundreds of people were 
injured and one person died after 
two metro trains collided during the 
morning rush hour in Rome. The fire 
department had to extricate several 
people trapped in the wreckage.

RUSSIA: Ten people died and a two-
storey building was destroyed in an 
explosion at Cherkizovsky market in 
Moscow. Various causes of the blast 
have been mooted, including a faulty 
gas cylinder or a makeshift device.

Torrential rains and floods

GREECE: A severe wave of bad weather 
swept through most regions of Greece 
in October, causing serious problems 
with heavy rainstorms, extensive 
floods and even landslides, writes Fire 
Lieutenant Catherine Sfyri.

The areas most hit by the rain, from 
October 7-21, were the counties of 
Thessalonica, Halkidiki, Magnesia, 
Fthiotida, Attica, Messinia and 
Laconia, the city of Halkida, as well as 
the islands of Crete, Rhodes, Andros 
and Skiathos.

The Greek Fire Service received 
more than 1,700 calls for help. Over 
250 rescue teams were formed, 
consisting of 600 firefighters, 

including members of the Special 
Disaster Management Units, with 
special equipment, rescue boats and 
helicopters. All firefighting personnel 
in the areas involved were on standby 
and back-up forces from neighbouring 
areas were dispatched. 

The operations carried out involved 
evacuating elderly people from their 
homes, carrying school children to 
safe places, releasing drivers and 
passengers trapped in their vehicles 
by rising water or who were stuck 
in the mud, as well as pumping out 
flooded basements. 

This was the first time that so many 
different areas of the country were hit 

so hard by such a calamity, and in 
such a short period of time. 

Apart from people’s lives being 
at risk, hundreds of households and 
extensive farmland suffered serious 
damage; traffic was cut off for many 
hours on the national roads; and 
central bridges were unusable owing 
to severe flooding and landslides.

The Government declared an 
emergency situation for the disaster 
areas and announced the immediate 
allowance of special benefits to flood 
victims for temporary housing and 
living expenses. A special damage 
restoration programme will be applied 
shortly to the bridges and the roads.

GERMANY: Twenty-three people died 
and 10 more were injured when a 
Maglev (magnetic levitation) train 
ploughed into a maintenance vehicle 
near Lathen on September 22. 

The TransRapid (TR) trains ‘float’ 
on a monorail via magnetic levitation 
and are tested at the 30km track in 
Emsland. TR trains can reach speeds 
of up to 450kph in 182 seconds and 
are unable to derail. 

Karl-Heinz Schwarz, of Lathen 
Volunteer Fire Brigade, told CRJ 
that at 08:00hrs on the morning of 
the crash, a fuel-powered, wheeled 
maintenance vehicle set off around 
the track to perform routine checks for 
obstructions. It performed its safety 
check and drove to a route stand where 
it halted. At 09:43hrs, a TR train with 
31 people on board set off, reaching 
a speed of between 150 and 200kph, 
colliding with the maintenance vehicle 
at 09:53hrs.

Arriving crews observed flames 
issuing from the TR’s battery area. 
Then, the extent of the incident 
became obvious – the maintenance 
vehicle had bored through the TR train, 

completely damaging its first carriage 
and scattering debris widely.

Rescuers had to use cranes to 
access the wreckage on the track 
five metres above ground, and cut 
openings to help rescue survivors. The 
maintenance vehicle had to be lifted 

from the track using two large cranes  
for recovery of the victims’ remains.

Twenty-three people died and ten 
injured victims were rescued by the 
volunteer fire department. The accident 
is suspected to have been caused by 
human error.

NETHERLANDS: An official report into the 
detention centre fire at Schiphol East 
in October 2005 has been published, 
triggering the immediate resignation 
of the Dutch Minister for Justice, Hein 
Donner, and Sybilla Dekker, Holland’s 
Minister for Housing, Spatial Planning 
and the Environment. 

As well as highlighting institutional 
and regulatory failures, the report 
questioned the practice of allowing 
‘temporary’ buildings to operate with 
lesser fire safety requirements than 
permanent structures.

The detention centre fire, the death 
of 11 inmates and the subsequent 
political fall-out were described by 
Professor R Hagen of the Netherlands 
Institute of Fire Safety. The centre, 
which opened in 2002, housed 300 
inmates with 16 wardens in charge 
on the night of the blaze. Eighty-five 

inmates – asylum seekers awaiting 
deportation – were in the block when 
the fire broke out in the mattress 
of a bottom bunk bed. As these 
inmates weren’t criminals, they were 
allowed smoking materials and other 
privileges.

When the smoke detectors sounded 
the fire alarm installation indicated 
the wrong area. When wardens 
managed to trace the fire and opened 
the door to the cell involved, they 
were engulfed in black smoke but did 
rescue the inmate. The guards left 
the door open and the roof ventilation 
system failed to work, allowing smoke 
to spread to 26 other cells.

The wardens were untrained in 
how to deal with fire and evacuation; 
despite this, their actions saved many 
inmates as they risked their own lives 
to evacuate inmates from the affected 

cells. But they were beaten back by 
intense fire and smoke and couldn’t 
reach the last five cells, which is 
where ten people died.

The fire brigade experienced 
problems in responding because the 
arriving appliances discovered that 
the complex’s entrance had been 
moved without their being informed. 
More time was lost because wardens 
refused to open the two security 
gates at the main entrance, insisting 
that the first gate be closed after the 
appliances before the second gate 
allowing access to the premises was 
opened. Twenty-seven minutes after 
the fire broke out, fire crews finally 
reached the scene.

Since this fire, authorities have 
conducted inspections into similar 
complexes and, it emerged that 
Schiphol was by no means the 

worst. Professor Hagen says: 
“These temporary complexes built 
from sea containers are commonly 
used for student accommodation 
at universities, kindergartens and 
schools. In the Netherlands, such 
temporary structures are subject to 
lower requirements than permanent 
buildings. The problems arise because 
these large ‘temporary’ complexes can 
be up to eight or nine storeys high and 
they do not have to comply with the 
same standard of fire regulations.”

These temporary buildings often 
outlive their allotted time span. “The 
upshot is that students and prisoners 
are being housed in buildings that are 
less protected,” concludes Professor 
René Hagen.
■ The full report, and lessons 
learned, are available from 
www.onderzoeksraad.nl

Government resignations in the wake of report 

Climate change: 
the economics
UK: A report commissioned by the 
UK government, conducted by Sir 
Nicholas Stern, has explored the 
economic impact of climate change. 

The 700 page document warns 
that without immediate and global 
investment into reducing carbon 
emissions, the world’s economies 
will pay the price later, financially as 
well as environmentally: “Mitigation 
– taking strong action to reduce 
emissions – must be viewed as an 
investment, a cost incurred now and in 
the coming few decades to avoid the 
risks of very severe consequences in 
the future,” says the report.

It emphasises that this must be a 
collective responsibility, and without 
enlisting the world’s top economies, 
little progress can be made. 

Above all, the report gives an 
optimistic view of what can be 
achieved, saying: “It is still possible 
to avoid the worst impacts of climate 
change; but it requires strong and 
urgent collective action. 

“Delay would be costly and 
dangerous,” it concludes. 

Maglev train crash kills 23

UK: In October, a joint scheme run 
by London Fire Brigade (LFB), which 
responds to around 80 hoax calls a 
week, and London radio station Capital 
FM, has targeted the problem of hoax 
calls head on, writes Izzy Kington.

The scheme worked by playing 
hoax calls on air during the breakfast 
show, and encouraging callers to ring 
Crimestoppers (a UK charity) if they 
recognised any of the voices. 

Initial reports claim that during the 
period the scheme was running, hoax 
call rates were down by a quarter 
compared to the previous year. In 
Sheffield, where the project was 
piloted in 2004, hoax calls were cut by 
about 50 per cent.

Capital FM’s breakfast show 
broadcasts to approximately 800,000 
adult listeners a week, in Greater 

London and slightly beyond. Katie 
Henderson from Capital Radio, has 
championed the scheme: “Capital 
ran the campaign every Monday in 
October, in our peak breakfast news 
bulletins. We ran a different call in 
each bulletin – so over the campaign 
we played out around 15 on air. We 
also put up all the calls on our website 
for listeners to hear in their own time. 
And as well as the calls, we’ve played 
out interviews with fire officers and 
control room staff, telling listeners why 
hoaxers put lives at risk every day.”

Organising the scheme involved 
close liaison between the radio station 
and the Fire Brigade, as each had their 
own criteria: “LFB asked us to remove 
specific place names or shop/pub 
names which we did. Meanwhile (…) 
the voices needed to be clear enough 

for us to play on air. Also we preferred 
calls where the hoaxer was speaking a 
lot,” says Katie.

The scheme has had such an 
impact that she has since been 
approached by Surrey Fire Brigade 
and the Metropolitan Police to discuss 
similar schemes. She has advice 
for organisations around the world 
who may want to try the idea out for 
themselves: “The key to success is 
good quality, clear calls which will 
really stand out on air, so choose 
them carefully. Be prepared to supply 
the radio station with as many facts 
and figures as you can. Can you back 
up the facts by putting people up for 
interview? Try to think of as many 
different angles that you’d like to 
promote, so the radio station has lots 
of different angles to run with.”

Radio scheme cuts hoax calls




