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Outline

* The Film

* Cultural Impact

* High-Rise Fires and the National Awareness

* Codes and Politics and Media

* The Path Forward: Closing the Gaps in Existing Buildings
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Critical Reaction

“The Towering Inferno is a nearly three-hour
suspense film for arsonists, firemen, movie-
technology buffs, building inspectors, worry warts.”
--Vincent Canby (1974)

‘The Towering Inferno’ First-Rate Visual Spectacle

THE TOWERING INFERNO. cirecled by
John Guillermin; screenolay by Sterling
Sllﬂnhanl based on the novels '‘The
Tower™ by Richard Mamn Stern und
“'The Glass Inferno' by Thomas

ion-seauence nhnlnur:nhy
Jcsenh Blroc; editors, Harold F. Kress
ard Carl Kress; music, John Williams;
distributed by 20th Century-Fox (do-
mesfic) and Warner Bros. (forelgn).
Running fime: 160 minutes, At the
annnal Thealer, Bvcadwa\ M 4Alh

Street, and Trans-Lux  Eas ealre,
Third” Avenuu M Saih Sltcet Thn film
has been ral
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By VINCENT CANBY -
“The Towering Inferno” is
Aca d e my Awa I’d S a nearly three—h%ur suspense .

film for arsonists, firemen,

A 'n?" IRAT B

movie-technology buffs.
building inspectors, worry
warts.

8 Nominations, 3 Awards The film, which opened

yesterday at the National and
Ttans-Lux East Theaters, is a
gigantic rantinnarv |n|n far

A battle for a rescue car in “The 'fowering Inferno”
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Cultural Impact




Tall Building Fires/
Towering Inferno in Popular Culture

T arl n
8 | byTC-FFC and used by US. Games
|| Corporation under authorization
s -

The inspiration (later rebranded) Satire Magazines Video Game

Referenced in nearly 100 other TV shows, reviews, or parodies.

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0072308/movieconnections/



Tall Building Fires in Cinema

* Towering Inferno (1974)

* Emergency! Steel Inferno (1978)

* Die Hard (1988)

* Fire: Trapped on the 37 Floor (1991)
* Skyscraper (1996)

* World Trade Center (2006)

* The Tower (Korea) (2012)

* Inferno: Skyscraper Escape (2017)

* High-Rise Rescue (2017)

* Skyscraper (2018)




High-Rise Fires and
the National
Awareness




919 Third Avenue One New York Plaza Plaza
1970 1970

2 dead when elevator stalled at fire floor,
Multi-story extension

3 dead when elevator opened on fire floor,
multi-story extension



America Burning Report Issued 1974

* Highlighted challenges of
high-rise fires.




Documentaries

* Incendio
(Brazil) 1974

* Joelma
Building

* Produced by
NFPA

* 14 Minutes
of horrific
video, music,
and analysis

https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=g60C_QX3-G4

A Pull up for preci

s




World Trade Center - 1975 Fire
(originally constructed without sprinklers)




Unsprinklered Residential High-Rises
Continue to Experience Significant Fires

Chicago 2023



Local Law 5 -- NYC

* 1970 Fires spurred examination of failures and a systems
approach was used to craft a legislative approach.

* Unprecedented “golden era” of applied scientific research guided
by FDNY under leadership of Comm. O’Hagan.

* Local Law 5 addressed key issues:

* Delayed alarm, excessive smoke and fire spread via openings and
HVAC, large, well-developed fires beyond capability of manually-
operated hoselines, no information available to firefighters in
status of building systems, no control of occupants, elevators

operating during fire




Real Estate Industry Fights Back

Lawsuit filed in 1973

NY Supreme Court Threw the Law Out (1977
City took case to Appellate Court and Prevailed (1978

The real estate industry has opposed every significant fire

iImprovement directed at existing buildings

KEAL ES1ALE

Sunc, Fepruary 10, 197>

Compliance With New Fire Code Lagging Drastically

By ERNEST DICKINSO!

New Yor My Local the most
Bigh-rise fire safety Jaw in o, s In ¢
Tinitke athe e
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nationwide impact.
whether 10 use New

s or failure of Local Law 5 w
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restructure their own

But the measure is beset by problems

eKey provisions that require spending are being
adhered 10 cnly slowly and refuctantly. This is
because of confusion, but also becsuse of ! -

ing by

building owners.

Its critics say the law’s requirements are hard to understand,
too detailed, too costly and lean too heavily on new technology

most immediate Ane may

o Same owners are asking for reflef. Thev
¥ they doa't get it
ngs will have
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i Avenus is expected to become later this month
the first existing structure to conferm

erdinance faces & challenge.

Mgh-rise structures have filed
but many of them are caly
* than 50 or 60 jobs have

owners of

say that subsantial, €
achieved in 11 months

Noe even It everyone mide the decision to §0
aid Lenard Goldsteln, a protection

would require three or four m
jon takes a lot of time.

The city officials charged with seeing that the law
. ced are Jeremish T. Walsh, the commissioner
f the Department of Buildings, and Fire Commis
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Continuel on

New York City High-Rise Fire Law
Is Reimtat_ed by Appellate Division

By CHARLES KAISER
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Political Economy of Fire Codes Improvements

X

Multiple

Deaths PUb“C
Outcry

Press
Statement

Legislation Introduced?

Qutcomes

Legislation dies on Committee
Legislation fails

Do-nothing legislation

Deck chair legislation

Bad legislation

Media attention dissipates

FDNY Cowardly Lions
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Twin Parks Fire January 9, 2022

* 19-story buildings constructed by NY State as low an moderate-
Income housing

* Fire started daytime

* 17 Fatalities

* 32 Hospitalized

* Self-closing door failed, smoke spread throughout the building
* No sprinkler

* No public address capability



Post-Twin Parks Legislation?

* Sprinklers = NO
* Public Address Systems - NO
* Fire alarms-NO

* Federal legislation to enable US Fire Administration to investigate fires
(authorities already existed)

* Increase fines for self-closing doors (HPD admitted they didn’t have
staff to enforce for over a year)

* Require self-closing doors in federal housing?
* Chase space heaters



Leadership Needed in NYC

* Building Occupants must come before
* Real Estate Profitability
* Fire Union pleading for staffing

* Elected officials must be lobbied with objective
data
* Cost-benefit studies
* Life cycle costing
* Fire service needs to step up and lead
* Make partnerships with housing advocates

* Innovate on intermediate steps
* Other technological solutions
* Partial systems (need to be evaluated)

Culkin family apt. fire races up stairwell, s 4;
Jim Dwyer takes you through West Side tra
PAGES 2.5 1521




Link to “Towering Inferno at 50” Event

THE TOWERING INFERNO:
ART, POLICY, AND LEGACY

A REFLECTION ON THE MOTION PICTURE’S
S0TH ANNIVERSARY AND IMPACTS ON HIGH-RISE FIRE SAFETY

.

The Towering Inferno (1974) is an Academy Award-winning blockbuster that ignited intemation-
al interest in high-rise fire safety. The film, featuring an all-star cast and the outstanding spedal
effects, both reflected emerging hazards in newly-constructed lightweight buildings and brought
attention to fire codes and firefighting procedures.

This event features speakers addressing historic, joumalistic, engineering and policy aspects of
fire safety, and also features a forward-look at cutting edge firefighting and occupant safety strat-
egies and prospects for super-tall buildings under development. The conference will also focus on
New York’s slow road to updating safety systems in existing high-rises.

Nat Segaloff, Author More Fire: The Building of the Towering Inferno

Jarrett Murphy, Joumalist Ali Ashrafi, Structural Engineer
BC Jerry Tracy (FDNY, ret.) Jake Pauls, Evacuation Expert

Charles Jennings, Professor

EFriday, December 13, 2024
524 West 59 Street, Room 9.64

g9am-4pm In-person and via Zoom
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