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                                                                                                             Date : 16.02.2022 

REPORT ON FIRE INCIDENT AT IMAGE, THE CBWTF AT PALAKKAD, IN JAN 2022 

 

 The Common Biomedical Waste Management Facility (CBWTF) IMAGE, Manthuruthy, 

Palakkad had a fire incident on 16.01.2022.  The Yellow type   Bio-Medical Waste accumulated 

in a storage shed caught fire.   IMAGE reported that the fire was spread into the plant premises 

from bush fire in the adjacent forest land. 

 Board Officials reached the site within an hour of the incident.  A storage shed was filled 

with Bio-Medical Waste.  The waste was under fire.  The Fire Force was spraying water on the 

heap, but the fire was not subsiding.  They could only prevent the spread of fire outside that 

building to other parts of the plant.  No other part of the plant including buildings housing 

incinerators, autoclaves, Effluent Treatment Plant, sorting – sheds, administrative buildings etc.  

did come into contact with fire.  The Bio-Medical Waste being in plastic bags was burning 

without any respite even after continuous spraying of water. 

 IMAGE has a consented capacity to treat 55.8 tons of Bio-Medical Waste per day. It has 

five incinerators, sufficient number of autoclaves, other processing equipments and an effluent 

treatment plant of capacity 400 kilolitres per day. It receives Bio-Medical Waste from all over 

the State. From the start of the first wave of Covid-19 in 2020 IMAGE started to receive 

considerably larger quantities of waste. The quality of the waste also changed drastically due to 

the presence of more percentage of synthetic materials in the Yellow bags, to be incinerated. 

This led to operational difficulties in the incinerators. More breakdowns started to happen. Thus 

the plant was unable to process its full capacity in those days. The situation continued with the 

onset of second wave of Covid-19 in 2021. Thus backlog of waste to be incinerated started to 

develop. State Pollution Control Board had noticed this building of backlog and had issued 

certain instructions to the unit to eliminate this backlog. Letters dated 22.05.2021 and 07-12-

2021 were issued to the unit. Even a part of the backlog could be seen stored in open during visit 

on  09.04.2021 and 13.05.2021 and they were instructed on 22.05.2021 to immediately cover it 

so as to protect it from rain, otherwise considerable polluted water will emanate. On 07.12.2021 
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they were instructed to process the backlog within a period of 30 days maximum. Copies of these 

letters are enclosed. To those instructions, IMAGE  used to reply that the excessive quantities 

received had led to the backlog. They used to submit that  

 

 The Covid-19 Bio-Medical Waste was being received in separate bags and separate 

vehicles which could not be checked for proper segregation or pre-weighed due to its 

extremely infectious nature. 

 Almost entire Covid-19 Bio-Medical Waste was arriving in Yellow bags, mostly 

containing a few non-incineration type waste as well. This created operational problems 

in incinerators and frequent maintenance problems. 

 The lack of number of employees during lockdown periods affected the plant’s 

performance. 

 The extreme stress during Covid times in the health sector led to more percentage of 

improper segregation of waste, again, which could not be promptly corrected due to the 

volatile situation.  

 

The autoclaved recyclable waste after segregation is packed in white coloured plastic 

bags. This will be loaded into vehicles and handed over to authorized recyclers. During the  

period after the pandemic as well there has been certain delay in transporting out the 

autoclaved waste. This resulted in a small backlog of autoclaved waste as well, which were 

to be handled over to recyclers.   

The burning waste was sprayed with enormous quantity of water by the fire department. 

But the waste being in highly combustible nature, due to the presence of plastic inside and in 

the form of packets the fire was not getting subsided. The fumes generated in the burning 

were getting transported in approximately westward direction. Adjacent to the plant in 

westward direction it is forest land.  Beyond that also it is uninhibited areas for about 2 km 

radial distance. So human inhabitations was not affected by the fumes.  

On the same day as fire started by 6pm, ambient air monitoring for the parameters PM10, 

NO2 and SO2 were started in the nearest possible building where electricity connection made 
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could be available. The instrument could not be set in the windward direction due to non 

availability of sites or stations to fix the machines and availability of electricity.  24 hour 

ambient air monitoring was done from 6pm on 16.01.2022 to 6pm on 17.01.2022 for these 

parameters.   

The results of the monitoring were obtained as follows. 

Days of Monitoring- 16-1-2022 (6 pm) to 17-1-2022 (6 pm) 

Sampling station- A building near the IMAGE plant outside the plant premises 

Parameter PM 10 SO2 NO2  

24 hour average 

concentration 

(microgram per 

cubic metre) 

25.35 2 4.5  

National 

Ambient Air 

Quality 

Standards* 

(microgram per 

cubic metre) 

100 80 80  

 Standards for areas other than Ecologically Sensitive Areas declared by the competent 

Authority 

 

The monitoring had a major limitation.  The boundary of the IMAGE premises on the west 

side is forest land, which was very near the building under fire.  So installing a monitoring 

equipment at the boundary of the premises in the wind direction was impossible as it was highly 

unsafe.  The electricity lines to that side was also cut.  So an extended wire also could not be 

taken to supply electricity.  Thus the monitoring station was located at a building immediately 

outside the plant premises, approximately 300m from fire, on the Northern side.   
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It could be seen that the Standards are not exceeded for any of the measured parameters. 

But, due to the limitations mentioned,  the result cannot be relied to base any inference on 

exact impact on air quality due to the fire.  Also, on the Northern side towards the monitoring 

station,  heavy vegetation with canopy-type trees was there, which would have absorbed the 

pollutants. 

Detailed inspection was conducted in the IMAGE plant and premises after the initial 

panic of fire had subsided. The following were the main observations 

1. The size of the storage shed which caught fire is 35m x 40m. The Bio-Medical Waste 

has been stacked inside the shed with an average height of 4.5m. Thus the total 

volume of the Bio-Medical Waste is 6300m3. The unit weight of the Bio-Medical 

Waste was calculated using a vehicle and weigh bridge in the plant itself and it was 

obtained as 0.3 tons/ m3. Based on this, total quantity of the Bio-Medical Waste 

which caught fire was estimated to be 2000 tons. Bio-Medical Waste was also stacked 

outside, abutting the building. It was reported by the IMAGE that the Bio-Medical 

Waste accumulated inside the building and abutting the building were being taken for 

incineration everyday and the backlog was being reduced day by day until the day of 

fire incident. 

2. The entire Bio-Medical Waste that caught fire is of Yellow type as per the Rules. 

During the peak Covid pandemic and continuing days, the Covid Bio-Medical Waste 

was given preference and it was being incinerated on the day itself. The non-Covid 

Bio-Medical Waste- Yellow- was being stacked like this. 

3. Outside the sheds, near the autoclaving sheds, some stacks of autoclaved / disinfected 

Bio-Medical Waste could be seen in open. These are Bio-Medical Waste packets 

taken out and stored after autoclaving. During the pandemic period, as well as after 

that, many hospitals were doing faulty segregation of Bio-Medical Waste. So even in 

red packets, many incinerable waste were coming. Such dry incinerable waste which 

came in red packets were autoclaved, separated manually, put in new packets and was 

being stored in this region. So these Bio-Medical Waste was also being taken day by 

day and the volume was getting reduced until the day of fire incident. Adjacent to that 

many autoclaved/recyclable waste also seen stocked. 
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Immediately, from 19.01.19 onwards,  Board started a detailed monitoring for the 

presence of dioxins and furans in the ambient air, soil , vegetation etc.  The fire was still burning 

during the monitoring.  The sampling and analysis are being done by the NIIST, 

Thiruvananthapuram, one of the few laboratories in the Govt. sector with facilities for 

monitoring and analysing dioxins and furans. The following samples were collected and analysis 

is progressing 

 Assessment of ambient air levels of dioxins-like POPs (PCDD/F/dl-PCBs) and heavy 

metals in selected sites in and around the CBWTF plant. 

 Quantification of dioxin-like POPs and heavy metals in the burned residues and fly ash 

depositions from the fire occurred zone. 

 Assessment of dioxin-like POPs levels and heavy metals in the vegetation, surface soil 

and sediments in and around the fire-occurred building. 

The monitoring results will give the quantification of the environmental damage. The 

results are yet to be obtained from NIIST, as the analysis involves meticulous process where 

most modern instrumentation is used. 

The processing plants of IMAGE were not affected by the fire. So, on the day of the fire, 

and the subsequent days, processing of BMW is being continued as normal. Image is collecting 

waste regularly from all the institutional affiliated to it. All the incinerators are operational, 

autoclave is operational, plastic waste shredding, bailing , cleaning are also operational. In short, 

the collection, transport, treatment and disposal of BMW in the State from the institutions 

affiliated to IMAGE has not been affected by the fire at all. During the fire and the subsequent 

days, the autoclaved recyclable waste was being continued to be taken to authorised recyclers. 

Also the periodic movement of incineration ash to the TSDF for Hazardous Waste was also 

progressing. 

The fire and the consequential smoldering subsided fully only after 10 days only. The site 

was inspected finally on 29th January and it was found that even generation of smoke had 

subsided. The entire ash generated during the fire has been transferred to ash storage area, for 

transfer to TSDF.   

Photos of the incident, with date and description, are attached. 
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IMAGE has been served with Show Cause Notice dated 15.02.2022 to show cause why 

actions under the Acts and Rules including imposing Environmental Compensation shall not be 

initiated for violating the Bio-Medical Waste Rules by storing untreated Bio-Medical Waste 

much beyond 48 hours.  They had not complied the instructions in Board’s letters dated 

22.05.2021 and 07.12.2021 as well.  Further actions will be initiated based on the reply                

to the notice.  

 

 

                                                                                              ENVIRONMENTAL ENGINEER 
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Fire Accident at IMAGE, on 16-01-2022 - Photos  

 

Waste storage shed when fire started _16-01-2022 
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Initial hours of fire _ 16-01-2022 

 

 

Disinfected and sorted BMW stored for transportation to recyclers, not affected by fire_16-01-

2022 
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Disinfected BMW stored in open due to backlog of waste to be transported to recyclers_16-01-

2022 

 

 

Disinfected BMW in open, faulty sorting during peak Covid pandemic, contains both recyclables 

and non recyclables_16-01-2022 
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Fire continuing in night_16-01-2022 

 

 

 

Fire continuing after 24 hours_17-01-2022 
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After all fire and smoldering had subsided, ash removal progressing_29-01-2022 

 

 

 

Environmental matrices sampling locations- monitoring by NIIST – 19-01-2022 
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