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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 
On Saturday March 28th, 2009 the University of Manitoba experienced the most destructive fire in its 

history. The electrical fire started in a laboratory holding over 250 types of chemicals on the fourth floor 

of the Duff Roblin Building. Over 38 emergency response units were on site. All occupants of the 

building were safely evacuated and no injuries were reported. The fire scorched a significant portion of 

ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ²Ŝǎǘ ǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƻǘ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴg. 

Following the fire, access to the building was restricted until it could be declared safe.  Over 290 Faculty 

members, graduate students, administrative staff and technicians were significantly impacted by the 

fire.  An Emergency Operations Centre was opened in University Centre and an Emergency Steering 

Committee with representatives from every department affected that includes Biological Sciences, 

Psychology, Anthropology, Textile Sciences and Human Nutritional Sciences was created.  The first 

meeting was held on Sunday morning, March 29th and met almost daily in the weeks following the fire.  

Identifying and addressing the most critical teaching and research needs of these key groups was the 

first priority of the ESC. A general information session was held on Monday, March 30th for the benefit of 

faculty, students and staff who were impacted by the fire.  

 

As could be expected, the needs of nearly 300 people directly affected by this fire have evolved over the 

past five months, creating demand for an adaptive and flexible strategy. A detailed document has been 

prepared which outlines those changing needs and provides an overview of the various agencies, 

departments, and consultants involved and the strategies employed. The report was produced with 

broad input from all key stakeholders, to whom the University of Manitoba is indebted for their 

strength, resourcefulness and commitment to those individuals most seriously affected by the fire.   

 

In order to fund initial expenditures the University received $1.5M from the Canadian Universities 

Reciprocal Insurance Exchange (CURIE).  This was increased by an additional advance of $800,000 which 

was used for the purchase of computers, research equipment, teaching and research materials and 

other expenses. To date, $8M net of deductible has been recommended to Insurers of which $5.85M 

has been received to date.  

 

The total projected damage costs are expected to amount to between $25 and 30M (exclusive of any 

code upgrades to the building). This insurance claim is estimated to be the largest single claim for a post-

secondary institution in Canada.  

 

The priority now is to collect and incorporate the design needs of each affected department as the 

University moves into an intense period of re-design of the West side and a rebuilding to its original 

ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘ ǎƛŘŜΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƻŦ мфтлΩǎ ǾƛƴǘŀƎŜΣ ŎƻŘŜ ǳǇƎǊŀŘŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀ ŦƛǊŜ 

suppression system are currently being designed and installed, funded entirely by the University. The 

key priority in the immediate future - to return all individuals affected by the fire back to a building that 

is back to what it once was -  a dynamic and exciting teaching and research facility. 
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Phase Overview  
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1. PHASE I ςRESPONSE 

 

1.1. Day of the Fire  
 
On Saturday, March 28 the Duff Roblin Building suffered significant damage due to an electrical fire. All 
occupants were safely evacuated and no injuries were reported, however, the building ς particularly the 
west wing sustained serious damage that affected its use for the remainder of the school term and 
beyond.   
 

 
Location of Duff Roblin Building on Campus 

 
 

 
Fire Location in Duff Roblin Building 
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Faculties and Departments directly impacted by the fire include: 

 Arts: Anthropology, Psychology; 

 Environment, Earth and Resources: Geography; 

 Human Ecology: Human Nutritional Sciences, Textile Sciences; 

 Science: Biological Sciences; 

 as well as the Animal Holding Laboratory in the basement.  
 

Total number of displaced academic and research Faculty, graduate students (including post-doctoral 
fellows), administrative staff, undergraduate students and technicians for all departments amounted to 
290+. 
 

Department Academic  
Faculty 
 & 
Research 

Staff Graduate  
Students 
 &  
Post-doctoral 
Fellows 

Other Total 

Anthropology 5 2 8 2 Undergraduate Researchers 17 

Biological 
Sciences 

23 11 28 7 Undergraduate Honours students    
2 Course cancellations 
 

69 

Geography 1    1 

Human 
Nutritional 
Sciences 

7 9 20 10 Undergraduate lab spots 46 

Psychology 42 10 45 54 Graduate & Undergraduate 
Researchers  

151 

Textiles 3  3  6 

Total 81 32 104 73 290 

 
This number only includes those people who occupied space in the Duff Roblin Building and does not 
include the displacement of hundreds of students enrolled in lectures and labs that were to have taken 
place in the facility.   
 
The Animal Holding Facility and Lab was kept operational immediately after the fire allowing technicians 
to continue their work. 
 
Collections affected include an extensive archeological anthropology collection, the Biological Sciences 
specimen collection (holding thousands of specimen bottles), a museum, stuffed birds and other 
animals, skeletons, bone samples, biological materials, and an extensive and valuable textile collection.  
 
Please refer to Building Plans in the Appendix.  
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1.2. Interim  
 

On March 28 a call was placed from the Powerhouse to University of Manitoba Environmental Health 
and Safety (EHSO) reporting a working fire in the Duff Roblin building. Within minutes City of Winnipeg 
Fire Department (COW WFD) apparatus and EHSO were on the scene.  Winnipeg Fire Paramedic Service 
personnel on site included a Platoon Chief (Incident Commander), District Chiefs, Captains, Lieutenants, 
Hazardous Materials Technicians and Firefighters. According to the Winnipeg Sun, Chief Clark stated 
there were 80+ personnel from the Winnipeg Fire Paramedic Service on site.  According to CTV, Chief 
Sumka stated that 20 pieces of apparatus were on the scene. These included pumper trucks, a ladder 
truck, hazardous materials units and at least one ambulance. Manitoba Conservation was onsite with 2 
staff.  Workplace Health and Safety chose not to attend. 
 
EHSO worked closely with the fire department to provide expertise as it pertained to the site, building 
use and the hazardous materials involved in the fire.  They ascertained that the lab where the fire 
originated had 250 different chemicals on its inventory possibly including 1 kilogram of water reactive 
chemicals.  A representative from EHSO and Manitoba Conservation accessed the immediate fire area 
under full firefighting precautions (wearing fire protective clothing and self contained breathing 
apparatus). The immediate fire area was assessed to develop an ad hoc remediation strategy specific to 
the immediate hazmat issues.  The fire investigator insisted that he would not enter the area until 
Manitoba Conservation and 9I{h ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ άǎŀŦŜέΦ 
 
Initially there was some confusion as to where the fire was relative to the floor plan. Of primary concern 
was the 1 kg of water reactives indicated on the door sign. This meant that water could not be used to 
suppress the fire.  Lack of specific information inhibited the firefighting efforts.  
 
After more detailed information was received, and the fire was suppressed, no one was allowed to enter 
the building until it could be declared safe.  Assisted by the WFD, members of EHSO entered the building 
and observed the following: 
 

 Significant amounts of water flowing (waterfall style) down the center stairwell. 

 CO levels of up to 300 ppm on the fire floor. 

 Heavy smoke damage in corridor on the south east side of the west zone. 

 Damaged gas cylinder in room Z403 which appeared to have a melted fusible link. 

 Large amounts of paper, broken glass and partially burnt chemicals containers in Z403. 

 4 damaged gas cylinders of unknown content located in room Z402B. 

 Areas marked radioactive in room Z404, Z404C and Z404B. These areas were affected by smoke 
but no radioactive concerns were visually apparent. 

 Green coloured water in several areas on Level  400;  the origin of the green coloration could 
not immediately be determined. 

 Z402 had significant fire damage and compromised chemical containers.  

 There was no access to  level 500, the Penthouse or other areas as entry into the building was 
specific to assessing the immediate fire area and limited to the safety apparatus /PPE available 
at the time. 
 

Based on the broken chemical containers in the area and the presence of the unidentified green water, 
a recommendation was made that the area should be treated as a Hazardous Materials contaminated 
site.   After discussion, a decision was made that the most qualified contractor for assessment and clean 
up in Winnipeg was Clean Harbors based on manpower, experience and available equipment. 
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1.2.1. Engaging Clean Harbors 
EHSO had the expertise required to perform the hazardous materials cleanup resulting from the fire. 
However it was obvious that EHSO did not have adequate human resources or some of the specialized 
equipment required. Specifically a vacuum truck and labourers were immediately required to begin 
collecting the green water on March 28. The sheer volume of hazardous waste that required disposal 
was also beyond the capabilities of the U of M hazardous waste program.  
 
Any one of 3 local contractors could have been called upon to do the work. The University had 
experience with all 3 contractors and chose Clean Harbors based on the quality of their past work, 
customer service and available resources.  
 
Types of chemicals in building: 

 9ȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ άǊŜƎǳƭŀǊέ ƘŀȊŀǊŘƻǳǎ ǿŀǎǘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5ǳŦŦ wƻōƭƛƴ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ. 
These included biological materials, corrosives, toxics, flammables, compressed gases, oxidizers 
and environmentally hazardous materials. EHSO also removed some radioactive materials and 2 
containers of potentially explosive chemicals which EHSO will be disposed by EHSO in the fall.  

 Clean Harbors removed all the fire debris in the immediate fire area and disposed of it as 
contaminated material. A total of 147 IBC bags or 9,408 ft3 of debris were disposed. They also 
decontaminated the immediate fire area which required the removal and disposal of some 
building components such as walls, ducts and millwork.  

 In total 192 drums and 53 pails of lab packed chemical waste were disposed. These 245 
containers totaled 15,360 L/Kg, almost equivalent to the total amount of chemical waste 
disposed from all University of Manitoba locations in a typical year. 

 
Protocols following the fire included: 

 Incident reports were made to Workplace Health and Safety and Manitoba Conservation. 

 Site safety plan developed by Clean Harbors on March 28 in consultation with EHSO. 
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 Initial air monitoring began on March 28; this was expanded to include additional parameters in 
the days after the fire.  

 PPE requirements were posted on March 31 for anyone accessing the building;  the level of PPE 
was dependant on the area being accessed with stricter requirements in place for the fire floor 
and floors immediately above/below. 

 An industrial hygienist was contracted to validate the PPE requirements developed and 
implemented by EHSO.  

 All green water on site was collected and held until analysis was completed by the Dept of 
Chemistry. 

 Access to the immediate fire area was restricted to staff from EHSO or Clean Harbors; others 
were only permitted access under escort. 

 Departmental Cadres were formed in the week following the fire to allow trained departmental 
staff to access the immediate fire area and floors immediately above and below.  

 
Immediate concerns related to the chemicals in the building included: 

 Badly damaged gas cylinder of unknown contents. 

 Un-reacted water or air reactive chemicals damaged in the immediate fire area. 

 Unknown factors related to the chemical contamination of the immediate fire area. 

 Temperature sensitive chemicals stored in fridges and freezers that were experiencing elevated 
temperatures from the power loss. 

 
John DeGroot, Manager of Clean Harbors was contacted and arrangements made for them to have a 
vacuum truck and a cleanup crew onsite within a few hours. 
 
An improvised meeting of the Emergency Operations Centre in the Armes Building convened to discuss 
the incident and begin plans for the recovery phase. It was clear that the Animal Care group needed to 
enter the animal holding area to assess the condition of the animals. It was also clear that the animal 
holding area was on a separate HVAC system from the remainder of the building.  
 
The magnitude of this incident was unprecedented at the University of Manitoba. Fortunately EHSO is in 
a unique position to respond to such an emergency. The unique EHSO response capability is best 
ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άǎǳƳ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƛǘǎ ǇŀǊǘǎέΦ LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǾŜǊȅ ōǊƻŀŘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ 
safety. The recent purchase of specialized equipment along with training initiatives related to hazardous 
materials (HazMat) and Incident Command have contributed to operationalizing existing core 
competencies into solid response capabilities.   
 
¢Ƙƛǎ άŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅέ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻvery phase and will continue to represent a significant workload 
for the Environmental Management Program for months. Issues related to mould, hazardous waste 
management, asbestos and transportation of dangerous goods will all require attention. The services of 
Clean Harbors of Canada and Pinchin Environmental were retained to assist in the recovery phase. 
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1.2.2. Security Services 
On the day of the fire two officers responded and confirmed a fire was in progress. They attempted 
entry to ensure building evacuation, but were turned back by heavy smoke.  In total approx 38 
emergency response units were on site.  Due to potential toxic smoke an evacuation radius of 3 to 5 
miles was considered. Nine additional officers were called out including the Director and the Assistant 
Director of Security Services. 

 
Resources were required to: 
Å Establish an inner perimeter around the fire scene for safety. 
Å Undertake vehicle and pedestrian traffic control. 
Å Prepare for possible evacuation of campus. 
Å Media control. 
Å Deal with potential non-fire related issues on campus. 
Å UM Security Services internal effects; 

o Considerable increase in telephone call volume and radio traffic: 
o Numerous notifications and enquiries from/to internal and external sources: one 

station duty officer handled approx 90 fire related calls between 12:04- 7:00 pm; 30 
in the first hour. 

o 3 members worked 17 hours straight during and immediately after the fire. 
o Additional officer needed to assist. 
o In total over 200 hours of overtime was paid out. 

 
Security arrangements were required for clean-up and relocation with contract security required to 
monitor access at both the fire site, and later, the warehouse facility.  Counseling services  were made 
available for students and staff who may have been emotionally impacted by the fire.  Simultaneously, 
work continued with the Red River potential flood putting pressure on the campus dikes. 
  



Report to the Board of Governors: Duff Roblin Building Fire September 2009 

 

  Page 12 of 48   
 

1.2.3. Emergency Steering Committee 
The University of Manitoba team worked with the hired contractors to create an effective plan to cope 
with the aftereffects of this fire. Academic and research work, even personal belongings, suffered 
damage due to fire, smoke or water.  All efforts have been made for recovery, in the immediate 
aftermath and on an ongoing basis.  The immediate priority was for the safe retrieval of materials 
required to facilitate the end of the academic term. 
 
The university established an emergency operations centre in room 207 University Centre to act as an 
information hub for those affected by the fire and the building closure. This room was also equipped 
with computers, phones and copiers which were available for use by all Faculty, staff and graduate 
students of affected departments. 
 
 Alan Simms, Associate Vice-President (Administration) contacted Heads of Faculty, and the Directors of 
Security Services, Physical Plant, Public Affairs, Emergency Health and Safety Office (EHSO), the 
Associate Vice-President (External) and Vice-President (Administration) to coordinate a meeting Sunday 
morning, March 29th to assess the damage and review next steps. The meeting was attended by all key 
stakeholders, including the Heads of affected Departments , all Vice-Presidents, representatives from all 
contractors involved in the immediate recovery/clean process, and Dr. David Barnard, the President of 
the University. This group formed the Emergency Steering Committee (EOC). To review a complete list of 
all EOC members, please refer to Appendix 1.  
 
Chaired by Alan Simms, the EOC met daily in the weeks following the fire, then every second day, then 
weekly, dependent upon the needs of the key stakeholders.   The Fire Recovery Committee (now 
chaired by Mia Kinal, Fire Recovery Project Manager) is made up of representatives from university 
administration, the affected faculties, clean up and restoration companies, Environmental Health and 
Safety officials and others.  This group gathers bi-weekly to share information and receive updates on 
the recovery efforts; an update communiqué is distributed on alternate weeks.  
 
The university hosted an open information meeting on March 30 to update staff and students on the 
situation, followed by private, individual meetings for the units affected. The priority, beyond safety 
concerns, was to minimize, as much as possible, the impact on staff and student activities. The university 
committed to making it a priority to retrieve as many relevant teaching and research materials from the 
affected area as possible to ensure a successful completion to the current academic terms.  
 
A second information meeting is scheduled for September 14, 2009 to provide current information for 
incoming students and the University community. 
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1.2.4. Communications 

Immediately after the fire, activities reached the point where measures needed to be taken to keep 
people away from the fire-affected building. University of Manitoba Public Affairs (PA) coordinated 
these efforts and worked with the City of Winnipeg Police Department to restrict access and reassure 
both the public and the University community.  The first step was to call radio stations CJOB and CBC 
and ask them to report that the fire had taken place, was under control, that nobody was injured, and 
that the campus was closed off from visitors while the firefighting and damage assessment efforts 
continued. 
 
Within the hour, PA joined the WPD communications staff on the perimeter of the campus, (on 
University Crescent at Markham Road) to establish a media staging area. Media were allowed to 
congregate, set up their cameras and conduct interviews. The Director of Public Affairs served as the 
spokesperson for the University of Manitoba. One scrum was organized where an update on the status 
of the fire was shared with media and then for another two hours PA and WPD communications staff 
were present to answer other occasional questions. The main message was that the fire was under 
control and that nobody had been injured.  Along with those messages, details were shared such as the 
successful evacuation and the safety of animals in the building. 
 
At the same time, PA worked with IST and EHSO to post an emergency message on the website, 
conveying similar messages to those shared with the media. The website became the main conveyance 
of information for the University community. 
 
In the days following the fire, external communications focused on matters relating to the fire, while 
internal communications focused on the resulting and required accommodations including relocation of 


