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TH The Hindu | 4 tags ▾

🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"The Vivek Vihar fire killed 9 people in a building without a completion certificate. Is India's
fire safety failure primarily a regulatory problem, an enforcement problem, or a political
problem?"

A PREVENTABLE TRAGEDY

As background, earlier this month — on May 3, 2026 — a fire broke out in a four-storey residential building in

Vivek Vihar, east Delhi, killing nine people — four women and five men — most dying from smoke

inhalation when escape routes were blocked. Fourteen fire tenders were needed to control the blaze.

The MCD’s (Municipal Corporation of Delhi) preliminary investigation found:

The Hindu’s May 8 editorial argues this is not a fire safety failure — it is a governance failure, and a

predictable one.

THE REGULATORY FRAMEWORK — AND HOW IT FAILS

India’s building fire safety is governed by a multilayered framework:

The building had no completion certificate

The structure had deviated from the sanctioned plan (extra floors, illegal layout)

Electronic locks jammed on doors, trapping residents

Grills on the rear facade blocked escape routes used for rescue

The staircase was locked from the roof side

Building Hazards: India's Recurring FireBuilding Hazards: India's Recurring Fire
Tragedies Are a Governance FailureTragedies Are a Governance Failure
📰 The Hindu 8 May 2026 GS3 GS2

UPSC & STATE PCS CURRENT AFFAIRS ujiyari.com ↗

Building Hazards: India's Recurring Fire Tragedies Are a Governance Failure 2 / 8

https://ujiyari.com/


LEVEL INSTRUMENT RESPONSIBLE BODY

National National Building Code (NBC) 2016 Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS)

State State Fire Services Act State Fire Departments

Municipal Building bye-laws, Completion Certificate Urban Local Bodies (ULBs)

Disaster response SDMA / NDMA framework State and district administrations

On paper, this system should work. Buildings require:

In practice, fire NOCs are often issued as part of single-window clearance processes — where one umbrella

approval covers fire, structural, and environmental clearances — without physical inspection of the completed

building. Completion certificates are granted to buildings that deviate materially from approved plans.

WHY ENFORCEMENT COLLAPSES

1. Revenue vs. Safety Incentive

Municipal bodies earn revenue from building plan approvals, deviation charges, and regularisation fees. Strict

enforcement reduces approvals; regularisation of illegal construction generates fees. The incentive

structure works against compliance.

2. Streamlined Approvals vs. Public Safety

India’s drive to streamline regulatory approvals (a legacy of past business-environment reforms; the World

Bank’s Ease of Doing Business ranking was discontinued in September 2021 and replaced by the Business

Ready or B-READY framework) led to compressed building clearance timelines. Fire NOC was included in

“deemed approvals” in several states — meaning that if the fire department doesn’t object within a set period,

the NOC is assumed. This created automatic clearances without physical inspection.

3. Under-resourced Fire Services

India has approximately 4 firefighters per 100,000 population against a global benchmark of 10–12 per

100,000 (NCRB data). Many municipal fire departments lack functional equipment, training budgets, or the

manpower to inspect even a fraction of new constructions.

Plan approval from the municipality1

Fire NOC from the state fire department2

Structural safety certificate3

Completion certificate (verifying the finished building matches the approved plan)4
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4. Political Influence in Real Estate

Urban real estate is closely intertwined with political financing in most Indian cities. Builders with political

connections face no meaningful enforcement even after violations are documented post-disaster.

WHAT REFORM REQUIRES

REFORM MECHANISM

Mandatory independent
audits

Third-party structural and fire audit before completion certificate for all

buildings above 3 floors

Digital building compliance

database

Real-time records of completion certificates, fire NOCs, deviations — accessible

to fire departments

Fire Safety Commissioner Independent statutory authority at city level, separate from municipal

administration

Ring-fenced fire safety

funding

Dedicated fire infrastructure allocation under Urban Infrastructure Development

Fund (UIDF/Smart Cities Mission)

Accountability for ULB

officials

Criminal liability for certifying non-compliant buildings that subsequently cause

deaths

UPSC RELEVANCE

National Building Code 2016; Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS); NDMA; SDMA; Completion Certificate; Fire

NOC; Single Window Clearance; NCRB (National Crime Records Bureau) fire data; Urban Local Bodies

(ULBs); Urban Infrastructure Development Fund (UIDF)

Disaster management; fire safety regulation; urban governance; infrastructure safety; National Disaster

Management Authority (NDMA) guidelines

Urban local bodies; 74th Constitutional Amendment (municipalities); governance gaps; regulatory capture;

accountability

Source: The Hindu, May 8, 2026
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✓ SUPPORTING

⚠ COUNTER

India’s urban housing demand is so enormous and the pressure for rapid approvals so
intense that strict enforcement without proportionate capacity-building at ULB level would
paralyse construction rather than improve safety — regulatory intensity must match
institutional capacity.

→ WAY FORWARD

India needs: mandatory independent structural and fire safety audits for buildings above 3
floors before completion certificate; real-time digital building compliance databases
accessible to fire departments; independent Fire Safety Commissioner at city level; ring-
fenced fire safety infrastructure funding under Urban Infrastructure Development Fund
(UIDF); and reform of building plan approval to separate fire NOC from general
construction approval.

India’s building fire tragedies are not random misfortunes — they
are the predictable output of a systemic governance failure: weak

building codes, absent completion certificates, politically
connected builders, and fire services that are chronically under-

resourced relative to urban density.

The May 3, 2026 Vivek Vihar fire (Delhi, 9 dead) revealed a building with no completion
certificate, deviations from sanctioned plans, illegal extra floors, jammed electronic locks,
and grills blocking escape routes — a catalogue of failures at every regulatory
checkpoint.

India’s fire safety framework is fragmented across multiple agencies: the National
Building Code (2016), State fire laws, Municipal Corporation building bye-laws, and State
Disaster Management Authorities — but enforcement responsibility is split and
accountability is diffuse.

Urban local body (ULB) fire NOCs are routinely issued without physical inspection, often
as single-window clearance items that get rubber-stamped to ease “ease of doing
business” metrics — perversely incentivising non-compliance.
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🧠
PRACTICE TODAY’S QUIZ

Take the 8 May 2026 Quiz →

✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

Recurring fire tragedies in Indian cities reveal systemic governance failures in building regulation and
fire safety enforcement. Examine the institutional gaps and suggest reforms. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

India’s cities have witnessed a tragic and recurring pattern: a multi-storey building catches fire, people

die, investigations reveal missing completion certificates and building plan violations, local authorities
announce inquiries — and then the cycle repeats. The Vivek Vihar fire in Delhi (May 3, 2026, 9 dead) is

the latest iteration of this preventable pattern.

BODY

India’s building fire safety regulatory framework involves four overlapping layers: (1) National Building

Code (NBC 2016) — sets minimum standards for construction, fire exits, sprinklers, and electrical
systems; (2) State fire services Acts — govern fire NOC issuance and inspection obligations; (3)

Municipal corporation building bye-laws — regulate construction approvals, setbacks, and completion
certificates; (4) State Disaster Management Authorities — coordinate response. The fundamental

problem is not the absence of law but the absence of enforcement: fire NOCs are issued as part of
“single-window clearance” processes in most states, often without physical inspection of the building;

completion certificates are granted without verifying that the building matches approved plans;
politically influential builders face no meaningful accountability even when violations are documented

after fires.
The Vivek Vihar building had no completion certificate, deviated from its sanctioned plan, had installed

grills blocking escape routes, had electronic locks that jammed, and had extra floors not in the original
approval — yet it received municipal clearances. This is not an isolated failure; it is the system

functioning as designed, with regulatory capture by real estate interests.
India’s fire department capacity is also inadequate: the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) data

shows India has roughly 4 firefighters per 100,000 people against a global benchmark of 10–12.

CONCLUSION

Fire tragedies in Indian cities will continue as long as building regulation is a source of rent-seeking for
urban local bodies rather than a genuine public safety function. Digital building compliance,
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independent fire safety audits, and political accountability for ULB officials who certify non-compliant

buildings are the minimum requirements for systemic change.
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