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" INTERVIEW ANGLE
"Fire safety is a State subject enforced by local bodies. Should there be a national fire-safety

code with statutory enforcement teeth, or does that intrude on the federal division of powers?"

Source: Original editorial »  The Hindu

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

A fatal guesthouse blaze in Delhi’s Malviya Nagar, followed within days by a hospital fire, is the latest entry in a
grimly familiar ledger of Indian building-fire tragedies. The headlines focus on the flames; the exam-relevant
story is the governance failure that made them inevitable. For an aspirant, this is a GS2 case on municipal
governance, urban local bodies and accountability, with a GS3 disaster-management overlay, and a

recurring theme where the right answer is always enforcement, not new rules.

THE CRUX IN 60 WORDS

India’s building fires are predictable, not accidental. Residential buildings are illegally run as commercial

premises, without valid fire No-Objection Certificates (NOCs), with single exits. Fire safety is a State
subject enforced by under-staffed municipal bodies, where NOCs are renewed without inspection and
violations attract trivial penalties. The cure is physical, not paper, compliance, plus named accountability,

not ex-gratia after the fact.
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THE ISSUE, DECODED

ELEMENT WHATIT IS WHERE IT FAILS

Fire NOC Clearance certifying a building meets fire Issued or renewed without physical
norms inspection

NBC 2016 National Building Code (BIS), fire-safety Adopted unevenly; weakly enforced
template

Illegal Residential premises used commercially Common; violates municipal bylaws

conversion

Single exit No alternate escape route Turns a fire into a mass-casualty event

THE ANALYSIS: ANATOMY OF A PREDICTABLE TRAGEDY

o Illegal conversion. A home becomes a guesthouse, coaching centre or ward, breaching occupancy

bylaws.
2] Paper NOC. A fire clearance is granted or renewed without anyone checking the building.
3] Death-trap design. Single exit, narrow stairs, combustible storage, no alarms or sprinklers.

o Accountability vacaum. When fire kills, ex-gratia and an inquiry follow, but no official who

certified the building is held responsible, so nothing changes.

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

Fire services and fire safety fall under the State List (local government); enforced by Urban Local Bodies
and state fire services. Codes: National Building Code (NBC) 2016 by the Bureau of Indian
Standards (BIS); Model Building Bye-Laws 2016 by the Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs.
Constitutional anchor: 74th Amendment (1992) empowers municipalities; fire safety sits within their
public-safety mandate. Disaster link: NDMA (Disaster Management Act, 2005) issues fire-safety
guidelines, especially for hospitals. Pattern: repeated mass-casualty fires (commercial buildings, coaching

centres, hospital wards) share the same single-exit, no-NOC profile.

THE DEBATE

Argument that it is owner responsibility: Over-regulation burdens small establishments and breeds

inspector rent-seeking; ultimately owners must comply.
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Argument that it is governance failure: The rules already exist; people die because the state does not

enforce them and never holds certifying officials accountable.

The balanced verdict: Both owner duty and state enforcement matter, but the binding constraint is
enforcement. A rule unenforced is no rule. The reform is to make compliance physical and accountable,

not to write new codes.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (TRANSFERABLE SKILL)

Many Indian governance failures are not gaps in law but gaps in implementation and accountability. When
you see a recurring tragedy, ask: is the rule missing, or is enforcement missing? Here, the NBC and bye-laws
exist; the failure is inspection and accountability. The same lens applies to pollution norms, food safety, and

labour law. Naming the implementation gap, and who should own it, is the high-value move.

DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Illegal conversion + paper NOC + single exit -> fire -> mass casualties -> ex-gratia +
inquiry -> amnesia -> repeat. The reform breaks the loop: Third-party audit + digital NOC

tracking + enforced exits + official accountability -> prevention.

THE WAY FORWARD

o Third-party fire audits, mandatory and periodic, especially for hospitals, schools and assembly
buildings.

2 Digital NOC tracking, so issuance and renewal are inspectable and tamper-evident.
© Real penalties for illegal conversions and blocked exits, with sealing powers.

® personal accountability for officials who certify unsafe structures.
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THE TAKEAWAY BOX

»

“India’s recurring building-fire tragedies are not accidents but predictable failures of municipal governance.

Critically examine and suggest reforms. (250 words)

“A rule that is never enforced is not a safeguard but a fiction; India’s fire tragedies are written not in its codes
but in their non-enforcement.”

Fire safety is a State subject - NBC 2016 (BIS) - Model Building Bye-Laws 2016 (MoHUA) - 74th Amendment

empowers municipalities - NDMA under Disaster Management Act 2005.

Should India have a national fire-safety code with statutory teeth, or does that intrude on the federal division

where fire is a State subject?

Connects to GS2 PYQs on the 74th Amendment and urban local bodies, and GS3 disaster-management

questions; probable forward question is the municipal-governance framing above.

static GS2 on urban local government and the 74th Amendment; GS3 disaster management; governance and

accountability.

Sources: The Hindu, NDMA, PIB

Source: Up in Flames: On India's Chronic Urban Fire-Safety Failures — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS
Editorial Analysis

® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE
Recurring fatal building fires in Indian cities are not random
accidents but predictable outcomes of a systemic governance
deficit, including non-enforcement of fire-clearance norms, illegal
commercial use of residential buildings, and single-exit death
traps, for which post-disaster ex-gratia is no substitute for
statutory accountability.

v SUPPORTING

* The fatal blaze at a Malviya Nagar guesthouse in Delhi, followed closely by a hospital fire,
illustrates a pattern in which buildings operate without valid fire clearances and convert

residential premises to commercial use in violation of bylaws.

Up in Flames: On India's Chronic Urban Fire-Safety Failures 5/8


https://ujiyari.com/vocab/statutory/
https://www.thehindu.com/
https://ndma.gov.in/
https://pib.gov.in/
https://ujiyari.com/editorials/2026/06/the-hindu-urban-fire-safety-malviya-nagar-2026/
https://ujiyari.com/

N\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

* Fire safety is enforced by municipal bodies and state fire services, but inspection regimes
are under-staffed, licensing is permissive, and No-Objection Certificates are issued or

renewed without genuine verification.

* The political response is reactive, offering ex-gratia compensation and ad-hoc inquiries
rather than structural reform such as mandatory periodic audits, occupancy limits, and
accountability for certifying officials.

A COUNTER

Some argue that fire safety is ultimately a matter of owner responsibility, and that over-
regulation burdens small establishments and invites rent-seeking by inspectors without
improving outcomes.

— WAY FORWARD

Move from paper compliance to enforced compliance through third-party fire audits,
digital tracking of NOCs and renewals, real penalties for illegal conversions and blocked
exits, accountability for certifying officials, and uniform adoption of the National Building
Code fire provisions.

PRACTICE TODAY'S QUIZ

“.f
ﬁ} Take the 5 June 2026 Quiz —

4~ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
“India’s recurring building-fire tragedies are not accidents but predictable failures of municipal
governance." Critically examine the institutional gaps in urban fire safety and suggest reforms. (250

words)

INTRODUCTION

Every few months, an Indian city loses lives to a fire in a building that should never have been
operating. The tragedy is not the fire alone but the governance failure that preceded it, and that failure

repeats because no one is held to account.
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BODY

The recurring script is familiar: a residential building illegally converted to commercial use, operating
without a valid fire No-Objection Certificate, with a single exit and combustible material stored unsafely.
Fire safety in India is a State subject, enforced by municipal corporations and state fire services drawing
on the National Building Code (NBC 2016) and state fire-service Acts.

But enforcement is hollow: fire services are understaffed, NOCs are renewed without inspection, and
bylaw violations attract negligible penalties. The political class responds to each tragedy with ex-gratia
compensation and a magisterial inquiry, but the structural drivers persist because no official is held
accountable for certifying an unsafe structure.

The result is a predictable cycle of tragedy, outrage, compensation, amnesia, and repeat. Genuine
reform requires shifting from documentary compliance to physical compliance: mandatory third-party
audits, digital NOC tracking, enforced occupancy and exit norms, and personal accountability for
inspecting officials.

The Model Building Bye-Laws and NBC already provide the template; the gap is enforcement, not rules.

CONCLUSION

Fire safety is a test of whether the state can enforce its own rules. India must treat building-fire deaths

as governance failures with named accountability, not as acts of fate to be settled with compensation.
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