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Background of the Incident

In Kumbakonam, 3 schools were functioning in a single building in a thickly populated busy street, Kasi Raman Street.  The schools were

1) Sri Krishna Girls High School

2) Sri Krishna Government-Aided Primary School

3) Saraswathi English Medium Nursery and Primary School

These three schools functioned in a single building – there were three separate name boards in the front – without a playground, no gap between it and the adjacent buildings, no cycle stand, and no set back from the busy main road.  Stairs are very narrow with a single, narrow exit and entrance.  There were only 5 toilets which were for the use of the staff of the three schools.  Let alone separate urinals-toilets for boys and girls, students were forced to use the area behind the school, separating it from the nearby residential area, to ease themselves leading to a unhappy and unpleasant situation.

For the English medium, school fees from Rs.80 to Rs.120 per month are collected from LKG to 5th Standard sections. For the aided Tamil medium school around Rs.400 to 500 are collected as a one-time fee in the year. The school plies a van service for students staying around 5 km from the town.  It collects Rs 40 per student per month for this. 

The school is a two-storeyed building. The ground floor houses the original school building and an adjoining block.  Every square inch has been put to use. 

In the small courtyard behind, a thatched roof section has been built. Here, in the southern corner, a kitchen operates under the ‘noon meal scheme’. Along with kitchen, this thatched roof area has been sectioned in such a way 4 aided school classes function with each having a blackboard painted on the eastern and western. There is a small door that serves as the only access to the main building. The 5 toilets are also situated in this area.  The area behind the school premises is filled with debris. 

In the main building, the Girls’ High School sections are available. Above the adjoining ground floor block, which is a concrete structure, there is a first floor with thatched roof structure.  Self-financing English medium sections function on the ground floor.  Aided school class sections of 3rd, 4th and 5th standards function on the first floor with thatched roof. In this thatched roof section on the 1st floor, all sides are closed with brick wall. The aided school students, after entering the 1st floor of the main building, go to the  end where a grill gate is located and then enter into the thatched roof section on the first floor.  This  thatched roof  is within reach of the thatched roof of the courtyard.  

The aided school has been functioning for decades and getting aid from the Government.  In 1960s a Sanskrit class and a press was functioning under a temple trust.  When it was closed down, a Mr Pulavar Palaniswamy started an aided school and then later on managed to  upgrade it as a Girls High School.  

In 1996, the Tamilnadu government started giving permission for self-financing English medium Nursery and primary schools. Permission was given to the owner to start a self-financing English medium school in the same building, which is a gross violation of aided school rules and regulations.  Mr Palanisamy is the Secretary for the owners of such schools in Taluk level.

According to some of the surviving students of the aided school, it was due to be inspected on that day.  Expecting the inspection, the old damaged thatched roof was replaced with a new one.  The cooking of the noon meal was done outside during the roof repair. A few days before the accident, the noon meal kitchen was shifted to the school the purpose of inspection.  The old thatch was kept in the kitchen area and used as fuel for cooking.  

Educational department enquiries in various places reveal that many of the schools are functioning under thatched roof and unsafe buildings. 

Inspection for the aided school was done every year, without which the yearly grant would not be given to this school by the Government.  Talks with parents and students  also revealed that inspection was carried out every year.  

Reports from students revealed that to show compliance with inspection norms relating to the class size, the management took steps so that students from 6th standard were asked to sit in the 4th  and 5th standard classes.  It is reported to be a regular feature followed in this school during inspection.

This building is not only used for 3 schools. Reports from members of the public around the school area say that in the evenings, classrooms are hired out to those who need a place to give private tuitions; that on weekends the building is let out for marriage functions.  This is facilitated by the fact that classes are separated by movable partitions instead of walls. 

There are reports that aided school teachers were poorly paid and that bank loans, taken in the name of teachers, were availed by the management.  The picture that develops is of a management that was willing to do anything for money.  The owner’s relatives were the heads of the schools.  No proper recruitment was carried out and teachers were less paid. 

Incident took place on July 16, 2004 by 10.30 A.M.

From the noon meal scheme kitchen, flames from the cooking fire caught the thatched roof.  The children in the four sections in the same thatched roof in the ground floor were asked by teachers to vacate and go to the First floor.  

On the first and the second floor, students were already affected by suffocation from smoke from the flames from the ground floor roof.  The crowd on the first and second floor built up.  

At the same time, fire started to spread to the first floor thatched roof.  Students on the first and second floor concrete building rushed out through narrow stairs. 

Many students got hurt. Students trapped in the first floor thatched roof aided-school sections could not come out since the flames had blocked the grill gate exit .  Some of the students nearer to the grill gate managed to get out.  These students belong to the 5th Standard. As the flames spread out, the remaining in the fifth standard and the whole of 4th and 3rd  standard sections were trapped with no possibility of escape. There was nobody to help them to come out.  When the whole burning roof came down on the 1st floor,  all the trapped students were cornered and almost all of them were  burnt to death. Those who managed to survive were badly burnt. People who witnessed the fire said that all this happened within 20 minutes. 

From outside, some people managed to enter the school  and helped  the children to come out quickly through the stairs.  They could not enter into the trapped thatched roof portion and they had to break through. When they managed to get in, most of the students were found in charred condition. 

Fire service responded to the rescue but without proper equipment and facilities. Proper facilities are not available in the Govt. hospital for those brought in with the major injuries.  In the burns unit, even the air-conditioners were not working.  People themselves brought banana leaves to lay the wounded students on.  Timely treatment could not be given to all. Some of the students died after 12 hours of incident.  

When this team visited the Kumbakonam Government Hospital, only 11 students with less than 20% burns were taking treatment in the ICU.  Reports from authorities revealed that 9 students with major burns had been shifted to Madurai, Tanjore and Chennai hospitals.  Some parents reported that some of the students were being treated in private hospitals.  The facilities in the Government Hospital in that big town were found to be woefully inadequate to handle emergency situation.  

FACTS FOUND

1) There were major violations of Education Department rules, orders and public utility building related and safety rules, guidelines and orders. 

Three schools were allowed to operate within a single building with passage from one section to another section and the exit being complicated.  

Even though funds were being received for the aided school, the students of the aided school were assigned to classes under the thatched roof. 

Despite the government asserting that inspection had not taken place for three years, parents and students have stated that inspection takes place every year.

2) Unsafe arrangements like having class sections along with  the noon meal kitchen under single thatched roof  is the cause for this fire mishap.  

3) Poor medical facilities in the Government Hospital also contributed to led to the increase in number of deaths.  

In the Emergency-ICU Burn Injuries Unit, even after the incident no air-conditioners were provided by the Government.  Rather members of the public contributed air-coolers etc to bring some relief to the fire victims. 


Though the incident had attention of the whole world, the government hospital was found to be totally unprepared. The affected families and members of the public had to arrange for general medicines, cotton pads, bed sheets, bedpans, etc.

There are reports that some victims were being treated in private hospitals.  

4) The government still has to take steps to establish the number of pupils enrolled at the three schools, the number of students who were present on the fateful day, and verify that all the dead and injured have been accounted, and that there are none missing.

There was a report in the newspapers and also from persons met by the team that one bereaved couple could not find their child, while at the same time there was an unclaimed dead child .

5) If all the students in the ground floor under the thatched roof were asked to go out of the school instead of being asked to go to the first floor, the first floor students in the concrete building  as well as in thatched roof sections would have escaped.   

It is said that when the fire started and was reported, the school authorities were more bothered by the ensuing bad publicity if news of a fire got out, especially in view of the anticipated school inspection. Thus teachers were instructed to not let students out. When efforts to contain the fire failed, it was too late. This delay resulted in the deaths of so many young children.

It has been heard that some time back, a fire had broken out in similar circumstances but had been fortunately contained. The management obviously took the wrong lesson from that incident.   

6) Though inquiries revealed that the promised compensation of Rupees One lakh to the families of the dead and Rs 25,000 to the injured had reached them, much more remains to be done as the children who had survived as well as those who had witnessed the horrible event had been affected psychologically.
7) Majority of the students were forced to come to the town to attend school from the  nearby villages,  where there are no schools, despite the people’s demand to the government to open  separate school in these areas
The students, mostly from poor and lower middle-class families, were left to make their own way to school or forced to travel in an overcrowded van.

What any Inquiry Commission should look into

Apart from looking into the particular incident, for which some education and district authorities have been punished, and the school management arrested, and teachers blamed, and some symptomatic, reactive solutions taken, any Inquiry Commission should try and identify the root cause of the phenomenon that the Kumbakonam incident represents.

1. The increasing rejection, year to year, of every state government, for responsibility to finance education, especially education from the elementary to the higher secondary level.

This abdication of responsibility is characterised by cutting the budget for education from year to year, refusal to open more schools and colleges, neglecting to take steps to see that every child, including children from the poorest families, attends school, failure to see that the schools are properly staffed and equipped, apart from not attending to many other tasks that a responsible government that is really concerned about the people should take up.

2. The pernicious effects of the trend towards the total commercialisation of every aspect of education right from the nursery up to the highest level. 

3. The crisis in education created by both central and state governments pursuing the policies of globalisation, privatisation and liberalisation, whereby education has been converted into a commodity, into a high profit investment option.

4. The way the Kumbakonam fire has exposed the deplorable state of hospitals to attend to the day to day medical needs of the common people, let alone respond to an emergency situation like the Kumbakonam school fire.

Here, too, the attitude and approach of successive state governments to people’s health is a point for examination.

The commercialisation of  medical services putting health care beyond the reach of the common man is also a matter for public concern. 

5. The response and preparedness of the fire service to handle the fire poses further questions as to the attitude of the government towards the safety of the people of the state. 

6. After the 1964 school collapse in Madurai, when 35 schoolgirls were killed and 137 injured, the then government promised to take measures to see that such a terrible tragedy would never occur. Since then schools like the Sri Krishna School have only been allowed proliferate at an alarming rate. How could this happen if not for collusion of the authorities and governments concerned?

7. School pupils, from nursery onwards, are forced to get to school any way they can – even in vehicles that should not be licensed to ply on roads especially in towns and cities. The risk is compounded by over-packing and by rash driving. Children have died run over by vans and buses, by slipping from vehicles while trying to board, and from footboards of buses in trying to get to school. So far, deaths have been in ones and twos and public outcry limited but it is plain that here, too, a disaster is waiting to take place unless the government finds the will to take remedial action.

Of course, students outside towns still have to trudge a long way to school. The government cannot avoid its responsibility for an adequate and efficient public road system by citing losses in the transport corporations. If the transport corporations are showing a loss, then that is a matter of public concern justifying investigation into the way they are being run and the way they fail to maintain the vehicles.

The investigation must take note of the proliferation of private transport companies, charging exorbitant fares, and the move towards privatization of public transport.

8. The way that the teachers of the school are being blamed for not attempting to rescue the children under their care and for absconding from the town, both by the print and electronic media, as well as the district and police authorities, without a complete investigation and giving the teachers sufficient opportunity to present their side of the case.

9. The quantum of compensation is highly inadequate. The compensation should be raised to Rupees 5 lakhs.

Those who have been seriously injured and handicapped in any way should also receive an equal compensation of Rupees 5 lakhs as they and their families will have to carry the burden of disability throughout their lives.

10. The issue is not to be closed with mere compliance by removal of thatched roofs, which itself is a debatable solution to the problem, but by seeing that all norms for safety, proper learning and proper teaching are adhered to.

Care is to be taken that in the hastiness to implement quick solutions that the students do not lose or suffer. If need be, the government should take over such schools and run them in an exemplary way.

11. Why when criminal charges were filed against the school management, the school records and documents were not ceased by the authorities until the 23 of July 2004 when another fire mysteriously broke out at 9.20 pm in the document room of the school. With the school building having been well doused with water on July 16 and power supply cut off from the building, the source of the fire remains unexplained.

