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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



The Film



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

Academy Awards

8 Nominations, 3 Awards

Critical Reaction



Cultural Impact



Tall Building Fires/
Towering Inferno in Popular Culture

Video GameSatire MagazinesThe inspiration (later rebranded)

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 37th 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

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

2 dead when elevator stalled at 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=q6oC_QX3-G4



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 safety 
improvement directed at existing buildings



Political Economy of Fire Codes Improvements

Legislation Introduced?

Public 
Outcry

Multiple 
Deaths

Press 
Statement

Outcomes

Legislation dies on Committee

Legislation fails

Do-nothing legislation

Deck chair legislation

Bad legislation

Media attention dissipates

FDNY Cowardly Lions



Twin Parks as an Exemplar of 
Challenges



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)



Link to “Towering Inferno at 50” Event 
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