THINKING ALOUD: Designing death traps —Razi Azmi
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Countless lives are saved in the West through a combination of proper safety measures and education. Emergency evacuation instructions are displayed in all public buildings. A module in Occuapational Health and Safety is a compulsory subject in many courses and a requirement for many professions

Among the many things that struck me when I first travelled to the West over three decades ago was the emphasis on emergency exits and escape routes in every enclosed area. Even buses had escape hatches or windows so designed as to serve as emergency exits.

The news reports on the carnage in the Samjhota express, in which 66 passengers were burned to death, also informed us that “like all Indian trains, most of the windows in the lower-class compartments were barred with metal rods, trapping many people inside the train”. Most of the people who died in the fire may have been alive but for those barred windows! In other words, Indian train compartments are so designed as to become death traps for passengers in the event of an accident.

I have written before that my first train journey in India was a disaster. I remember that, upon entering my compartment, I had a good look at it, mentally comparing it with the ones back in Pakistan. The Indian train was superior in every way to its Pakistani counterparts, but I was surprised and alarmed by the metal bars on the windows, which left the whole big compartment carrying hundreds of passengers with just two exits at the two ends.

Thus, when my train actually derailed and overturned in the middle of the night, my first thought was of being trapped inside, either drowning or burning to death. Fortunately, nothing of the sort happened and I emerged without a scratch, although many others were not so lucky. We were immediately rescued by villagers. The official ‘relief train’ did not arrive until three hours later! When it did, the ‘bada sahab’ emerged with his minions in tow, but they had little or nothing left to do. But the ‘big man’ certainly exuded authority.

Over the last 25 years thousands of people have died in India when trains have caught fire or have fallen off bridges, plunging into rivers or streams. Many of them would have survived but for those barred windows, which turned them into prisoners condemned to die. Many people in India, Bangladesh, Indonesia and other countries also die from drowning when they are trapped inside sinking ferries and motor-launches.

The Samjhota Express disaster is an alarm bell for countries like India and Pakistan to improve their safety and emergency escape regimes. 

A few years ago, in Saudi Arabia, 14 school girls died and 52 were injured from a fire in their school because the gate-keeper had locked the doors making it impossible for them to escape. The school lacked fire extinguishing equipment. Besides, the Mecca girls’ school was housed, like many others, in a converted apartment building of dubious construction. According to press reports, the girls’ fate was sealed when men from the country’s religious vice squads blocked male rescuers from entering and prevented the girls from fleeing because they were not wearing abayas.

Deaths from stampede or fire (or both) during the Hajj have been recurring events and have occurred at an average of one every two years during the last two decades or so: in 1990 (when 1,426 died), 1994 (266), 1997 (22), 1998 (118), 2001 (35), 2003 (14), 2004 (251), 2006 (363). A Saudi commentator once argued on BBC that accidents were bound to happen because of the large number of people performing the Hajj as well as the high proportion of illiterates among them. 

On a normal weekday, the Moscow metro carries 8.2 million passengers through 172 stations, all of them underground. An average of close to 5 million passengers use the New York subway every weekday. Two thousand trains pass through London’s Clapham Junction every day. Tokyo’s Shinjuku station was used by an average of 3.29 million people each day in 2005. Despite such colossal movement of people, usually rushing to and from work, deaths from stampede or fire (or both) are extremely rare in the developed countries because of adequate arrangements for emergency evacucation. 

In 1968, 74 people were killed and over 150 injured in Argentina following a first-division game between River Plate and Boca Juniors when fans trying to leave the stadium mistakenly headed toward a closed exit and were crushed against the doors by other fans unaware of the closed passageway.

In 2001, in Pakpattan in Pakistan, at least 36 pilgrims were crushed to death in a stampede because a narrow street funnelled them into the shrine and there was poor crowd management. A few weeks ago, fire-fighters watched as helpless onlookers because they did not have the equipment to reach the top floors of a multi-storey building in Karachi. Fortunately, the building was empty at the time.

Large numbers of people die in India almost routinely during religious ceremonies and pilgrimages from fire or stampede, or one followed by the other. According to official statistics, 127,000 people died in China in 2005 in workplace-related accidents.

In the Third World, generally speaking, there is scant focus on safety, be it home, train, workplace or road, both at the personal and at the official levels. In Pakistan, the negative attitude towards care and safety is expressed in the oft-heard comment: “jo likha hai wahi ho ga” (whatever is fated to happen will happen). Reckless driving is justified because “life and death are in the hands of Allah”. Some people will even sneer at those who emphasise the need to be careful, cautious and prepared. 

A good case in point is the use (or rather non-use) of seat belts, although the tens of thousands of new cars now plying on Pakistan’s roads are equipped with them. Rare is the motorcyclist who wears safety helmets. Women sit side-on on the backseats of motorcycles, precariously perched on their seats, with their dupattas, shawls and burqas fluttering. An aunt of mine was nearly strangled to death by her own dupatta which got caught in the wheel of the motorcycle which her son was driving. 

Helmets and safety boots are conspicuous by their absence from work sites and construction areas. God knows how many workers and passers-by get killed and crippled every year from industrial and construction accidents, besides the high proportion of fatalities and injuries on roads and highways.. 

Countless lives are saved in the West through a combination of proper safety measures and education. Emergency evacuation instructions are displayed in all public buildings. A module in Occuapational Health and Safety is a compulsory subject in many courses and a requirement for many professions. Emergency evacuation drills are regularly held in all public offices and buildings.

Adherance to the three E’s of road safety, viz., engineering, education and enforcement, drastically reduces road accidents. Roads should be engineered to ease the flow of traffic and minimise accidents, drivers ought to be educated in safe driving, and penalties must be enforced for breaches of traffic laws. All three elements are conspicuous by their absence in most Third World countries.

Roads and trains must not be death traps for those who use them! Laloo Prasad Yadav, the Indian railway minister, last week waxed lyrical over his budget speech. But if he is serious about his portfolio, he must forthwith order the removal of the iron bars from train windows and do more to improve safety and reduce accidents in India’s over 8,000 passenger trains and 63,140 kilometres of railway lines.

The writer may be contacted at raziazmi@hotmail.com
