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Paediatric fire deaths: perspectives from Hong 
Kong
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Injuries and deaths caused by fire occur in every 
region of the world but are most concentrated in 
middle- and lower-income areas; fire is also one of 
the top 15 leading causes of child death.1 Accidents 
and burns (12.5%) were major killers in children 
aged 1 to 6 years.2 In a worldwide epidemiological 
study of burns from the 1980s to 2004, a decrease 
in the rates of both fatal and non-fatal burns was 
observed for many countries.3 However, paediatric 
deaths from burns in the developing world occur 
at >10 times the rate seen in the developed world. 
For instance, a study in 12 rural child care centres 
situated in the urban slums of Patna in India in 1987 
found that most burn injuries in children occurred 
in the home were accidental and were most common 
amongst the poorest patients.3 The presence of a 
developmental disability is another risk factor for 
burns in children in the developing world.4 In Hong 
Kong, fire-related deaths were seldom reported until 
recently; as such, there is no registry or any peer-
reviewed publications from which researchers can 
obtain data regarding incidence.
 Physical injury is a major health problem 
among children in Hong Kong, having surpassed 
infectious diseases as the leading cause of childhood 
mortality.5-8 In 2018, thermal injuries accounted for 
<15% of accidents and injuries for which children 
were admitted to a paediatric intensive care unit, 
the majority being hot water scalds.7 There had been 
no mortality due to a fire or burn injury involving 

Hong Kong Med J 2023;29:363–5
https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj219680

a child over the past decades in the city. However, 
there have been several fatal incidents since 2020 
(Table9-12), and these appear to have some features in 
common.
 The latest incident, which occurred in July 
2021, involved the deaths of two girls, aged 8 and 10 
years, and their mother after a fire.9 The partner of 
the mother was arrested for murder and arson. In 
April 2021, an electric massage chair short circuited, 
causing a fire in a public housing estate that killed 
four members of a single family, including a 2-year-
old girl, and critically injured a fifth.10 In an incident 
that occurred in November 2020, seven Nepalese 
people, including a 9-year-old child, were killed and 
several others were critically injured after a fire broke 
out in a flat suspected to be an unlicensed restaurant 
in a tenement building.11 Finally, in February 2020, 
local media reported the death of a 7-year-old boy 
caused by a fire resulting from the short circuiting 
of an electric scooter that was charging near the 
entrance of the 13th floor estate unit where he 
lived.12 The father and his son were trapped, though 
they were subsequently rescued. The man was 
admitted to hospital in a critical condition but the 
boy unfortunately died. Apparently, both parents 
and the child each had a scooter that were stored in 
the corridor outside their apartment. Child health 
professionals should be alerted to an incident of fire 
death associated with electric scooter.
 These incidents all involved a single family, 
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TABLE.  Deaths related to paediatric burns in Hong Kong

Date and citation Details Factors

12 July 20219 Three deaths (including 2 girls aged 8 and 10 years) and 1 in critical condition 
after a fatal fire; man arrested for murder and arson

Child abuse or murder suspected
Disputes

16 April 202110 An electric massage chair caused a fire in a public housing estate, killing four 
members of a single family (including a 2-year-old girl) and 1 critically injured

Overheat of lithium battery

15 November 202011 Fire in an apartment building killed 7 (youngest is 9 years old) and injured 11 
Nepalese whilst celebrating Diwali (Hindu festival of lights)

Crowdedness

29 February 202012 A short-circuit from an electric scooter causing a fire at a public housing flat, 
killing a 7-year-old boy with his father in critical condition

Electric scooter
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occurred in public housing or a single apartment 
unit, and happened during the evening but not when 
the children were sleeping. Crowdedness and living 
environment may be considered as one of the risk 
factors. A United States report on childhood fire-
related death highlighted that poverty and living in 
rural counties are key risk factors for fire-related 
fatalities.13 In another United States report, a case of 
three children dying in a house fire due to a non-
functional smoke alarm and a sleeping arrangement 
without easy egress was described.14 Although these 
risk factors do not seem to apply completely to those 
discussed above, the storage of electric scooters in an 
escape route such as a corridor would delay escape 
for others if a fire broke out. 
 Electrical appliances were involved in two 
of the cases discussed above. In the incident that 
occurred in February 2020, the child died and this 
was likely the first case of a paediatric fire death 
due to the short circuiting of a trendy city gadget. 
Worldwide, there has been a significant rise in fires 
caused by batteries or charging of electric scooters 
or bikes. A 1993 study in New Zealand found 
that most house fires were started by smoking 
paraphernalia or electrical appliances and that 
children were more likely to die in house fires than 
from any other thermal injury event.15 The sale and 
purchase of these scooters in Hong Kong must be 
further reviewed and supervised. According to the 
Transport Department, even riding self-balancing 
electric scooters or hoverboards on streets and 
pavements is illegal. Due to the increased use of 
scooters and other two-wheeled gadgets across the 
world, the department has recently classified them as 
motor vehicles, requiring registration and licensing 
before they can be used on public roads.12 Without 
this, they are deemed a threat to road safety and a 
driver of an unlicensed vehicle is liable to a fine and 
imprisonment for 3 months on a first conviction.
 This commentary seeks to generate further 
attention around the issues of paediatric burns 
and fire-related deaths, as well as the legislation 
governing the use of electric scooters. Healthcare 
policy makers should set up a Hong Kong–specific 
registry to assess our local circumstances. It is 
recommended that childhood injury prevention, 
especially for fire-related deaths, be given prime 
consideration in all policies involving children.
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