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Indian Oil tank farm in India (Jaipur) burns down 
Another “low probability, high impact” incident 

 

 
 

A week after the massive tank farm fire in Puerto Rico, the Jaipur fuel storage and distribution 
terminal in India, owned by the Indian Oil Company (IOC), is burning.  
All 11 tanks caught fire. 
Twelve people are expected to have lost their lives (but this may increase) and over 150 have 
been wounded. 
The fixed fire fighting system did not work properly and there were no back up systems. 
The Indian army is assisting the poorly equipped fire brigades. 
Indian Government officials announced that there is no choice but to let the fire burn out. 
Total burning time will be over 72 hours. 
The environmental damage of this incident still needs to be assessed, but will  obviously be 
enormous. 
Nobody was prepared to fight a fire this size, neither the company, the fire brigade nor the 
army. 
 
Our company distributes Hytrans mobile High Volume Pumps in Australia and New Zealand. 
 
What happened? 
- The tank farm of the Indian Oil depot of Sitatpur in Jaipur (277km SSW of Dehli) can hold 

100,000 kilolitres of petrol, diesel and kerosene in about 11 storage tanks and is located 
close to an airport and a highway. 

- On Thursday 29 October 2009 at 7.37pm a fire broke out and within a short timeframe 5 
tanks were on fire. 

- Black clouds billowed high into the sky, similar of course, to the Buncefield (2005) and 
Puerto Rico (2009) fires. 

- Rumours that an underground fuel pipeline might explode, causing the evacuation of all 
nearby villages, fortunately turned false as officials were saying there was no oxygen 
underground. 

- Collateral damage from the blasts is expected to be significant: 
o Broken ceilings, shattered windowpanes and cracks in the walls of the nearby 

Infosys, Genpact and Genus Electronics offices. 
o Workshops of General Motors’ new Chevrolet showroom, and workshop offices of 

JWS Foods, Florence Foods, Sriram General Insurance, Morani Motors and 
engineering college JECRC. 

o Over 100 small/medium sized businesses may have been affected. 
 
 



 
 
 
 

- Regarding early detection of fire danger: 
Around 6pm on Thursday the guests and staff of Hotel Ayush International, situated just 
500 metres away from the depot, smelt the fuel. They were advised to vacate the hotel 
immediately. The Manager called the fire brigade, who had not received an alert from IOC 
about the fuel smell. The Police were called but they also had no information. This is 
criminal negligence on part of the IOC officials and I am going to lodge an FIR with the 
police (Manager Hotel). 

 
The cause of the disaster 
Indian Oil officials have not confirmed the cause of the fire and say it will be investigated once 
the fire is under control. Other sources report a range of possibilities: 
- There was a leak in a valve in a pipeline, which connected fuel tanks to distribution points. 

The pipeline was leaking after the daily routine of loading fuel into tankers. 
- Other experts say the cause of the fire could be anything – from a leak in the tanks to a 

short circuit. 
- There was an earthquake at 7.36pm (it is not sure if there was an earthquake or if 

explosions created a shock). 
 
What fire expert’s commentary have we read so far? 
- Likely lapses in handling the fire in its initial stages could possibly have avoided a disaster 

of this magnitude. 
- The only way such a disaster could have been avoided was within an hour after it actually 

started. 
- Anything could have caused the fire, but only negligence could lead to such a widespread 

disaster. 
- While those at the IOC depot seemed unprepared to tackle the fire, the state 

government's disaster management team was also caught off guard. 
- Why let a fire reach the uncontrollable stage? There are ways of handling such fires and 

the authorities seemed to have done little. 
- The incident has raised several questions regarding both the safety measures followed at 

the IOC depot and the disaster management arrangements in Rajasthan.  
- Why were the fire hydrants empty? Not a drop of water came out!  
- It is hard to believe that the city's firefighters and authorities let the fire spread to this 

extent.  
- By late Thursday evening, the authorities should have arranged extra pressure pumps 

which were not available with the Jaipur fire brigade. 
 
What comments from the Government have we read so f ar?  
- According to government norms, every depot should be equipped with enough safety 

measures to handle fire in all combustible goods that are stored there. The depot must 
have been flouting norms; otherwise the fire would not have spread so much.  

- More than 17 hours after the fire broke out actual fire fighting was yet to begin. 
- The 35 water-carrying fire tenders rushed to the site by the state government, would be 

ineffective in fighting the fire; they are used for cooling the area around the tanks. Five 
foam-carrying fire tenders were rushed from other IOC sites. “We will try to control the 
flames by spreading foam compounds”. (Chief Fire Officer) 

- Army and local government are digging a ditch round the depot premises. The channel 
would control the fire from spreading on the ground after it reached the bottom of the oil 
tanks. (Superintendent of Police) 

- There is not much we can do currently. We have to let all of the petrol and diesel to burn 
before fire tenders can even go anywhere near the burning tanks. (Petroleum Minister) 

 
Environment/health 
- Thick plumes of pollutant-laced smoke have now spread to over dozens of villages and 

residential colonies. 
- Atmospheric pollution from the accident has become a major health concern for residents 

in the area. People have started flooding into hospitals complaining of heaviness in the 
chest, sore throats, irritation in the eyes and skin. (District Collector Kuldeep Ranka) 



 
 
 
 

- Some people will suffer from high anxiety levels due to trauma and stress caused by the 
incident, psychiatrists in the city said. 

 
What seems different between Buncefield with Jaipur ? 
The UK Government seems better prepared for major disasters. It could quickly mobilise a 
large force and has substantial amounts of back-up foam and dedicated equipment under its 
‘New Dimension’ Program. The Buncefield fire involved 22 tanks in 7 bunds. 15 Hytrans High 
Volume Pumps, 786,000 litres of foam, 68 million litres of water and 38 km of hose were 
used, while 36 million litres of fuel were saved. It seems that in Jaipur no back-up foam and 
dedicated mobile equipment were available. The expert comments also indicate that 
preparation for those having to deal with such a disaster was limited.  
 
What are the lessons for Australia? 
- Within 5 years we have witnessed at least 4 mega fire disasters (Texas City, Buncefield, 

Puerto Rico and Jaipur) and multiple smaller incidents. 
- Texas City and Jaipur had loss of life; all caused major loss of refinery assets but also to 

neighbouring assets. All caused environmental damage. 
- Typically fixed fire fighting systems are blown up and made useless. 
- Companies and local fire brigades are typically not equipped to fight these types of fires. 
- Acknowledge that we are not prepared for these “low probability, high impact” incidents? 
- What do we need in order to get better prepared?  

o Tighter laws?  
o Government funding to properly equip fire brigades/army?  
o Let individual chemical companies sort out their own problems?  
o A ‘Port of Rotterdam’ solution?  
o A UK solution? 

 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Arnaud Diemont 
Director 
 
 
Our company thanks Bart de Haan, partner of Pacific Strategy Partners, for his valuable input. 
 



 
 
 
 

 
Photos of the Indian Oil Company fire in Jaipur 

  
  

 
 

  

 
  

 



 
 
 
 

Photographic impression of UK owned mobile High Vol ume Pumps 

  
Each Hytrans unit delivers 8,000 litres of 
water/min 

Laying kilometres of flexible hose at 40km/hr 

  

  
12 flexible hoses negotiating a roundabout Hytrans HVP’s supply a large monitor with 

water 
 


