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1943.
NEW ZEALAND.

COMMISSION UPON FIRE AT SEACLIFF

(REPORT OW).

Presented to both Ilouscs of the General Assembly by Command of 1is Excellency.

To His Exeelleney Siv Cyril Lonis Norton Newall) Mavshal of Our Royal Air Foree,
Knight Grand Cross of Ouwr Most Honouwrable Owrder of the Bath, Memhber of
Our Ovder of Merit; Knight Grand Cross of Our Most Distinguished Order of
St Michael and St. George, Commander of Our Most Excellent Ovder ot {he
British Empire, on whom has heen conferred the Albert Medal of the First Class,
Governor-General and  Commander-in-Chief of the Dominion of New Zealand.

Miv 11 rrLiase Your IKxcrnieNey.

Whereas by Warrant dated 25rd Deeember, 1942, under your hand and scaled
with the public seal of the Dominion of New Zealand we, the undersigned, were appointed
a Commission 1o inquire into the circumstances attending the fire which occurred upon the
night between 8th and 9h days of December, 19420 at the Scaclifft Mental Hospital,
wherehy  the portion of the building known as Ward 5 was eompletely burnt and
thirty-seven patients lost theiv lives, and in particular to inguire into and report upen
the following matters -

(1) Was the huilding known as Ward 5 of the Scaclitt Mental Hospital or any
part thereof dangerons in respeet of fire hazavds having reeard 1o the
number of persons accommodated therein?

(21 1 so, did such danger exist by reason of any defeet in design, construetion,
material, equipment, or furnishing of the huilding or for some other reason
and, it so, tor what reason?

(3) Was the fire-alarm system adequate, vegularly and safficiently maintained,
inspeeted, and tested and in proper order at the time of the fire?

(4) Wag the fire brigade of the institution efficiently trained and cffectively nsed
on the night of the fire?

(5) Were the five-fighting appliances of the institution adequate in respeet of
hydrants, Tengths of hose, and any other necessary applianees and adequate
in respect ol water-pressure, and in other vespeets, and were the applinnees
reculavly and sufficiently maintained, mspeeted, and tested awd i proper
order at the time of the fire?

(6) Was the supervision of patients by the stafl of the institution at all times of
the day and night and in all vespeets adequaie?

(7) Was there on the part of any member of the staft a dereliction of duty {hat
contributed to the deaths of the patients or any of the patients?

(8) How did the fire originate and spread, or prohably originate and spread?

(%) Arve there any practicable steps that should be taken to veduce the five
hazavds of the institution and similar institutions so as to avert the risk
ol ocenrrence of fire, risk of spread of fire, and risk ol loss of life ensuing
therefrom?

And generally upon such other matters arising thereout as came to our notice in the
course of our inquiries which we consider should bhe investieated in eonneetion therewith
and upon any malters affecting the premises which we consider should be brought to
the attention of the Government:

And whereas by the said Warrant we were required 1o report to Your Execelleney in
writing under our hands and scals not later than the 1st day of Mareh, 1943 (which
date was later extended to the 15th day of Mareh, 1943), our findings and opinions on
the matters aforesaid, together with sueh recommendations as we should think £ 1o
make in respeet thereof,
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Now we, the undersigned, respeetinlly submit for Your Excelleney’s eonsideration
e following report. of our proceedings and of the opinions we have formed in respect
to the several matters and things we were directed to inguire into:—

As the matter was one direetly involving the publie interest, the police readily aceeded
19 the request of the Commission that evidenee of witnesses of assistance to the Commission
should be obtained by the police and placed before the Commission.  The Commission
discussed fully with the police on different oceasions prior to the hearing the evidence
1he Commission desived placed hefore it, and in particular the expert evidence that should
he ealled.

The Mental Hospitals Department was notified of the dates on whieh the Commission
proposed  holding  sittings.  Similar notification was given to the relatives of all the
patients who had lost their lives.  The Commission took {the opportunity, prior to the
hearing, of inspeeting the site of the five and the buildings comprising Seachfft Mental
Hospital.  Miss Tomlinson carried out a personal inspeetion of the routine adopted for
stupervision by nurses of the female patients, particularly during the night. My, Laidlaw
made a thorough inspeetion of the fire-alarm system and the fire-fighting appliances.

At this stage it may be convenient to mention that the Commission did not inspeet
the Orokonui Home, which forms part of Scaeliff Mental THospital, hut. which s situated
at Waitati, a distance of about six miles, and the discussion as to buildings and fire-fighting
applianees, &e., apply only 1o the mental hospital situated at Seaeliff and not to the
subsidiary bulldings al Waitati, nor to the huildings at Puketeraki.

The Comission opened iy sittings at the Courthouse at Dunedin on  IFriday,
15th January, 1943, at 11 am., and eontinued on Monday, the 18th, and Tuesday, the
19th January, and Thursday, 21st January.  The hearing was then adjourned to 22nd
ebruary, 1943, when further evidenee was taken and the sittings eoneluded.  The
nroceedines were open to the publie, and the press was present on cach day of sitting.
On the opening of the Commission the Chairman stated that the Commission desired 1o
Bave all material evidence placed before it Chief Deteetive Holmes appeared on hehalf of
the Police Department, Mr. 11, B, Adams for the Mental Hospitals Department, My, 1. 1.
Turnbatl  for the Public Serviee  Association, and  Mr. Rutherford for the Vigilant
Atomatic Fire  Alarm Co,, Lid. Mr. Melean and Miss Watking aeted as  official
stenographers to the Commission throughout. Iy all twenty-six witnesses were examined,
and a copy of the evidenee is attached to this report. A large number of photographs
i Seacliff Mental Hospital were taken by the official poliee photographer.  These and
oiher exhibits ave not attached, but have bheen retained by the Commission.  They arve
available and can be Torwarded if required.

We deal with the matters submitted in the order of referenee.  In referring to
S Ward 57 I is understood that we refer only 1o the wooden building whieh was wholly
destroyed hy fire and not 1o the brick building which was conneeted by a stairway with
the wooden building.  The hrick huilding is officially known as part of Ward 2:—

(1) Was the butlding luown as Ward 5 of the Seacleff Menlal Hospital or any part
diereof  dangerous in respect of fire hazards having vegard Lo the nwumber of persons
vecamnodated thereim ?

We are of the very definite opimion that, hrespeetive of the number of patients
aceommodated therein, Ward 5 was dangerous in respeet of fire hazarvd.

() I so, did such dawger cxast by reason of ony defect in design, construclion,
materiel, cquipment, or fuwratshing of e budding or for some other rveason; and, if so,
for whal reason 2

We arve of the opinion that danger in respeet of fire hazard was due to the original
desien of building, whieh did not make proper provision for protection from fire. The
ward was o two-storied wooden building and was wholly construeted of wood.  The wooden
floors were waxed.,  Also, as stated by Mr. Mandeno, © the spaee above the eciling and the
palters was uninterrupted from end to end, and that onee the fire oblained a hold it
would  very  rapidly  sweep  through  the {ull length of the building.”  Sleeping-
aecommodation consisted of ten single rooms on the ground floor and a dormitory of
twenly heds and nine sinele rooms on the first floor.  The windows of all rooms were
shuttered and opened with a key from the inside, and all patients in single rooms and
the dormitory were locked in at night.  There were no fireplaces in the ward, which
was heated by steam pipes.

We find it diffieult to think the design of such a building, even in 1908, would have
heer approved by a competent architeet.  The evidenee before the Commission was that
it was desiened by the then Superintendent of the Scachft Mental Hospital (the late Sir
Truby King). The danger owing 1o the faulty design was in our opinion greatly increased
by the Taet that no auwtomatic fire-alarm was installed.  There was a manual fire-alarm,
but, as referred to later, this could not be operated exeept by a nurse.  Obviously also
the daneer was further inereased by the fact that no nurse was in Ward 5 continuously ;
it was vigited hourly.

)

(3) Wus the fire-alurm  system  adequate, rvegularly and  sufficiently maintained,
tnspected, and tested and in proper order at the lime of the fire 2

The main  fire-alarm  system  installed at  Seacliff Mental Hospital is an  eleetrical
system depending wholly on manual manipulation. It is a push-bell system. In all wards
to epcrate push-bell @ shutter must first be unlocked.  Iach nurse has a key 1o open
any alarm shutter in female wards, and each male attendant one to open any in male
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wards,  We are of the opinion that no such firc-alarm system ean be considered adequate,
as elearly proved by the fire on the night of 8th December, which gained alarming
praportions helore being deteeted by the nurse for the time being in charge of the ward
or any other nnrse or altendant in the vieinity of Ward 5. When the alarm was given
the system funetioned well and must have been in good order.  The evidenee showed that
the system was regularly inspeeted and tested. We think that any system cleetrieally
controlled should Dbe under the c¢harge of a person with thorough eleetrical knowledge
and that, so long ay the present system be retained, a method be adopted of an automatie
record ol dnspecetion and testing. We deal with the question of fire-alarms  ecnerally
maore  fully hereafter under clange (9) of veference. Some of the workshops have an
automatie firc-alarm  which s conneeted with the main system. This portion of the
installation is adequate and satislactory.

1Y Weas the fire brigade of e dustibulion sufliciently tratned and effectively used
o e wight of the fire 2

The fire brigade, on the evidenee hefore us, appears to have been efficiently tiained
b the officer in charvee (Mo Driseoll) o the use of all equipment that was available.
Al witnesses agreed that it was effeetively used on the night of the fire.  Tn onr opinion,
the bricade carried out ity onerous duties with great efficiency after the outbreak of fire
was discovered and is entitled to great praise for the manner in whieh the fire was
restricted 1o Ward 5 and was prevented from spreading 1o the adjoining wooden wards
on the northern side, which were in grave danger.  This was evident from the Dlistering
and chavring plainly visible.  In this conmeetion we desire to express our opinion that
att members of the staff, from the Medical Superintendent down, displayed  eoolness,
resonree, and execllent oreanization in evacuating to places of safety all patients in wards
i dangerons arcas.

(3) Were the fire-fighting appliances of the institulion adesguate in respect of hydrands,
Tewgth of Tose, andwny other necessary applicnces and  odequale in respect of water-
precssiore and e alher pespeets, and were the applicnces regqularly and sufficiently main-
fatued, duspecled, and Adested and i proper order al Uie time of the fire ?

tnavder to combat the fire which occurred, in our opinion the five-fiehting appliances
were adequate inovespeet of hydrants, Tength of hose, and first-aid  appliances.  The
water-pressure was not, inoowr opiuion, sufficient. The applianees were regularly  and
sufficiently maintained, inspeeted, and tested and were in efficient working-order at the
fime of the fire.  Our finding in this conncetion is subjeet to modification that in our
opinion the fire-fighting appliances, partienlarly in respeet of length of hose, size of nozzle,
and downess of water-pressure, ave not sufficient to combat a major fire liable 1o oceur,
and this aspeet of the matter iy dealt with more Tully in our remarks in conneetion with
clinse (9 (anfra).  We also there refer to improvements in maintenance and eare of
hranel pipes and general supply pipes, &e.

(6) Was the supervision of palients by the staff.of (he instibution at «ll times of
the day and wight and T all respects adequale ?

This matter has caused us great concern, AL the present time Scaelitf Mental Hospital,
incommon with all other mental hospitals, is experiencing a great shortage of staff, and
mour opinion the hospital staff s inadequate in numbers 1o provide the requisite
supervision of all patients at all times. We think that the arrangements made by the
administrative stafl’ for the supervision of patients during the day is adequate, but do
not think that the number of nurses available can provide adequate supervision in all
wards by night.,

With special veferenee to Ward 5, it s unfortunate that probably owing to the
shortage of staff a nurse was not on duty in this ward at all times during the night.
Ftowas attached for inspeetion purposes 1o brick huilding (part of Ward 2). The nurse
ucharge of atter ward made a round of Ward 5 honrly.  Bvery two hours a round
of all wards was made by Charge Nurse,  An hourly visit does not, appear to us sufficient
o provide opportunity to adequately supervise all patients af night in a two-storied ward
contaming thirty-nine patients,

(7Y Was there om the purt of any member of the staff « dereliclion of duty {hat
contributed Ao the deaths of the paliculs or any of the patients ?

There is no evidenee before us of any sueh derveliction of duty.,

(8) dlow did the fire orginate and spread or probably eriginate and spread 2

Belore attempting 1o answer this question we think it proper to refer to the evidence
ol witnesses who had been in Ward 5 or had passed it between 8 pom. and the 1ime fire
was  diseovered.  The  evidenee  of  Sub-Matron  Titile, Matron on duty, was that,
accompanied by Nurses Baldwin and Ward, she visited Ward 5 shorily after 8 p.m.
AIl the patients, thirtv-nine in number, were then in hed and there was nothing unusual
o the ward. Nuise Blythe commenced duty at 740 pan. attached {o Ward H, and was
present in Ward 5 during Sub-Matron Little’s inspeetion.  She was rolieved about $.30 p.n.
hy Nurse Boyd for forty minutes and went to the nurses” home during that period.  Nurse
Bovd stated that while on relief she commenced observation vound of Ward 5 at about
850 pm.  Her inspeetion {ook ahout five minutes.  Nurse Bovd and Matron Melaren
were recalled regarding length of time it would take 1o make inspeetion, and the Matron
was of the opinion that ingpeetion could not he carried ont in five minutes. The time
taken by Nurse Boyd can be taken as an approximation. On thig inspection everything



H.—7A. 4

appeared 1o be inorder. At 9.20 pom. Nuese Blythe stated she came baek to brick
building to rvesume duty.  On her way she passed through Ward 5 on the ground floor.
She looked into the single rooms on the ground floor.  She saw nobody about and no
sions of fire.  Nurse Ward on heing relieved went to Ward 1, passing outside the cast
side of Ward 5. Between 930 pan. and 940 pm. Mes, Blackmore, elerk in the office
al Mental Iospital, accompanied by Miss Rowlands, typiste, both ol whom resided at
the nurses” home, passed Ward 5 on their way from Seaclilf” township to the nurses’ home.
They both agree that they heard and saw nothing unusual about the ward.  Mrs. Blackmore
was of the opinion it was not more than ten minutes from the time she passed the
huildine that she heard the firc-alarm. ~ The alarm ol fire was given, so far as we can
determine, between 950 and 955 p.m. by altendant Henderson, who was unable to give
exaiet time, The time alarm sounded was not cleetrically recorded.  During that evenimg
a very hieh southerly wind was blowing. It may be noted that this witness had passed
Ward 5 some time alter 9 pan. and saw no sign of re. He saw the fire from residential
Bloek known as © The Raneh,” which is about 70 yards south-west of Ward 5 on the hill.
He ran down lo sound the alarm situate outside the Assistant Mediceal Officer’s quariers, which
i south of and not far from the brick building (part of Ward 2).  He then went at onee
1o the fire-station and took the reel and hoses out and ran them along to the hydrant at
the corner hetween Ward 5 and 1he brick building. 1n a short time Mwr. Driseoll, Captain
of the Fire Brigade, arrived on the seene with other men and took charge.  When he
arrived huilding was o mass of flames. Ile deseribed how he rveseued one patient in
cast side of ward by ripping erating off and taking her out through the window, which was
open. On his arvival he stated there was absolutely no chanee of saving the building.
Dr. Brown, the Medieal Superintendent, received alarm at 955 pam. at his residence,
He hmvied 1o seene and found Ward 5 a mass of {lames.  Ie considered it impossible
then to enter the building.  Two patients were saved Trom the building—one on the
upstairs and one on ground fHoor.  Both were privileged patients whose windows were
not shuttered.  There was no evidence of any unusual noise by the patients in Ward 5
prior to the discovery of the fire.

['rom the foregoing it is elear the fire was when first discovered of sueh magnitude
and its spread so rapid that we have found it impossible to determine in whieh part of the
huilding it originated.  The opinion we have Tormed s that it originated inside the
buitding, probably on the first loor towards the novthern end.  The building was
completely burned 1o the ground, and no expert was able to assist us in definitely stating
where the fire originated.

In dealing with the possible—we eannot say probable-—cause of the fire we come into
the realm of conjecture. The possible causes placed before us were-—

(i) Sparking from electrical cquipment or from defeetive radio:
(ii) Action of rais:

(ii1) Action of patients-smoking or seereling malches:

(iv) Sparks from the boilerhouse chimney:

(v) Tenition of timber from steam-pipes:

(vi) Sponlancous combustion.

We have carcfully considered all the evidenee given in respeet of each possible cause.
We think the st three causes—-Nos. (iv), (v), and (vi)—may be eliminated. A number
ol witnesses were ol the opinion that fire was caused by some fault in the cleetric-wiring
system. The sugeestions putl Torward to account for the tault were that it was caused
in some way by the slipping nature of the soil on which the building stood: The evidenee

in this conncetion was neither very illuminating nor impressive. Mo Young, cleetvieal
engineer to the Dunedin City Corporation, was of the very definite opinion that the fire
was  not eaused by fault in eleetrie system. While  admitting  possibility  fire was

eleetrieaily eauged, it is not shown o our satisfaction that it was.  We have not veferred
in any detail to the possibility of fire having been caused by the eadio set instatled in
the hutlding,  The evidenee given was that the sel was not funetioning at 230 pa. of
the afternoon of fire and that it was then disconnceled by pulling the plug out of the
wall and was not again connceted,

The action ol rats affords a possible explanation of fire, but there s no evidenee,

The possibility that five was due to the action ol a paticnt cannot be disregarded.
There is. however, no evidenee which would justily us in coming to the conclusion {hat
Howas so ensed.

The possibility of any unauthorized person having obtained  aceess
need not, we think, be considerced.

Considering all the possible factors, we arve unable to offer any opinion as to the
ovigin of the fire which can be of any value.  We muost leave the matter entively open.

4

to the buildine

(9 Awre there any praclicable sleps thatl showdd be laken to veduce the fire hazards
of the anstituwbion and simdlar institulions so as o avord the visk of oceurrence of fire,
vish of spread of five. and visk of loss of lLfc ensuing therefrom 2

In considering practicable steps for the veduetion of fire hazards in mental hospitals
we are of the opinion that there are certain matters of genceral application.  Most mental
hospitals in New Zealand were eonstruceted many vears ago and were designed and built
according to plans not in aceordance with modern ideas. The present view as given
br all expert witnesses is that wards should be of one story and built on the villa systen,
Apart from the obvious advantages in other respeets, one need hardly stress the advantaee
oi such construetion in redueing five hazavds,
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If possible, i our opinion, all new wards or huildings adjacent thereto should he
constructed of fire-resisting material and also be spaced to provide adequate fire-hreaks
to prevent as far as possible spread of five.

Where it is neeessary 1o lock patients im rooms by doors and window shutters it
should he possible to install in each room an emergeney exit opening from the oulside.

The existing fire cseapes should be carvefully examined and approved by the Publie
Works Department or other competent authorities.  We sugeest that the Superintendent
of the Metropolitan IMire Drigade nearest to cach institution he asked to assist in such
examination,

We are of the very definite opinion that no manual system of fire-alarm control
is o1 ean be adequate and that modern automatic alarm-recording system  (cleetrieally
controlled), preferably automatie sprinkler system, should be installed throughout Scaelifl
and similar institutions.  So far as practicable fire-alarm-recording equipment and bhrigade
applianees should he housed in one building,

We have considercd whether any further praeticable steps could he taken at Seacliff
Mental Hospital to reduce fire hazard. We are of the opinion---

() The length of hose available 1s inadequate and should be inereased :

(b) The nozzles should be replaced with modern nozzles of all diameters:

(¢) All branch pipes should be reconditioned owing to their inner condition having
deteriorated, due possibly to lack of expert knowledge in maintenance:

(d) The present water-supply is ingufficient to combat a major fire. he
available maximum number of gallons per minute and pressure obtained
during tests should he increased. Six hundred gallons per minute is the
maximum output at what is generally regarded as a low pressure. Reserves
of water at 600 gallons per minute would last about four hours (allowing
for inflow during that period). Provision should be made for inercased
flow by incrcased reservoir capacity and by a thorough overhaul of the
reticulation system.  We appreciate that owing to the existing nature of
the hillside 1t is extremely difficult to install rescrvoirs capable of conserving
adequate supplies of water.

T

We have not had the opportunity of inspecting any hospital other than Seacliff, and
the following remarks, though of geuneral application to all mental hospitals, apply
partieularly to Scacliff Mental Hospital in view of its isolated position and the nature of
buildings:

(a) That a suitable employee attached to the maintenance staff (not a nursing
attendant) should be appointed in charge of the fice brigade at the
institution. His duty being to control the brigade, organize and supervise
all dutics, including instruetion to female stafl in operation of hose, reels,
bucket. pumps, extinguishers, and to be responsible for the maintenance of
all equipment and appliances.  He should be attached for fourteen days
ach year to the nearest ecity fire brigade to undergo training and reecive
experience in modern fire-fighting :

(b) That a suflicient number of the male staff should he available at all times
to man at least two deliveries and to turn out in not more than two minutes
from time of alarm as a first erew:

(¢) That a trailer pump capable of boosting at high pressure water from water-
main or water from statie supplies should he provided.  Also that brigade
be equipped with modern rescue equipment in the form of gas-masks and
self-contained oxygen-breathing sets.

The above recommendations (@), (b), and (¢) are made on the advice of Mr. Laidlaw,
whose cxperience in the matter the other members of the Commission must rely on.

We make the following general observations regarding matters which have come 1o
our notice during the course of our inquiries:—

We think we would fail in our duties if we omitted some referenee to the state of
the buildings. In our opinion some are unsuitable according to modern ideas. Ward D,
in particular, should be pulled down or remodelled. The main building was creeted in
1883 and, owing to the creeping nature of the soil, maintenance of same has always been
costly, difficult, and unsatisfactory. A Commission held a lengthy sittings in 1888, and
the evidence given hefore it shows that the question of possibility of evacuation was cven
af, that time considered.  Sinee then the main building has been repaired as urgently
required and fresh buildings—the later ones ol modern design—have been added as the
neeessity for extra accommodation arose. No doubt the exiremely heavy cost of trans-
ferring the institution to another and more suitable site has cach time the matier was
considered been looked upon as an insuperable obstacle.

The present buildings as a whole are unsuitable for the stall to earry out its dutics
in the best interests of the patients. The Medical Superintendent, Medieal Officers, Matron,
and all members of the slafl’ labour under great disadvantages and will eontinue to do so
until the institution is remodelled. 1t is difficult to see how this ean be carried out on the
present site. We do not think there should be any extension of the present buildings
until the whole question is fully investigated by experts and a final deeision made by
the proper authorities.

2—H. 7a.



H.—7a. 6

We may also be permitted to refer to the question of nursing staff in mental hospitals.
We were greatly impressed by the difficulties under which the administrative staff of
Scacliff and other mental hospitals labour owing to the shortage of nursing staff. We
appreciate that the nature of the occupation does not make a great appeal to many girls
desirous of taking up nursing as a profession. As a temporary measure we suggest that
it might be of assistance to institute a campaign to bring back during the war period
nurses who have had expericnee in mental hospitals and may be willing to assist. We
may further suggest that the status of nurses in mental hospitals be improved to attract
voung women sccking employment with an assured future. To determine the best method
of offceting this objeet a committee could be set up consisting of members of the mental
hospital administrative staff, male and female, with nominated members of the Registered
Nurses’ Association, to investigate present conditions and make recommendations to the
Dircetor-General of Mental Hospitals. Since we deeided to make this suggestion we have
listened with interest to the urgent appeal made by Dr. (iray, Director-General, through
the broadeasting-stations, to women to assist the Mental Hospital Department during
the war period.

In concluding out report we desire to express our appreciation of the facilities afforded
us in ohtaining information by Dr. Gray, Director-General of Mental Hosptals; Dr. Brown,
the Medical Superintendent at Scacliff; and Mrs. McLaren, Matron; and members of the
staff. We also desire to express our thanks to the police and the expert witnesses.

Given under our hands and seals at Dunedin, this 5th day of Mareh, 1943,
{L.8.] H. W. BunpLg, Chairman,

[L.8.] JEsSIE A. ToOMLINSON

(L8] F. C. LADLAW Members of Commission.

Approximate Cost of Paper.—Preparation, not given ; printing (500 copics), £10.

By Authority: K, V. Paun, Government Printer, Wellington.—1943.
Price 6d;
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