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The charred wreckage of a Dovine Conches bus, rocontly got burnt while on route stands as a stark reminder of how quickly a routine Jjourney can turnintoa
life-threatening emergency when fire broaks out on the rond. PHOTO/COURTESY

What to do when

- your car catches fire

| They are becoming part of a growing

Vehicle fires on Uganda’s roads are
rising quietly but dangerously. From
sudden smoke on highways to bus-
es engulfed within minutes, experts
warn that what you do in the first

-j seconds can mean the difference

~ between survival and total loss.

’
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y t first, it is rarely dramatic. A

1 faint burning smell. A thin trail

; of smoke rising from the bonnet.

~ A warning light that is easy to ig- '

. Alarming. In

1 Uganda, vehicle
fires are beco-
mingan increa-
singly visible

: mostno time toreact.

nore.But on Uganda's highways, those !
early signs can turn into full-blown fire
in minutes,leaving passengers withal- :

Earlier this year, on the Mpigi-Kam-

: road safety * pala highway at Kalagala,a Trinity Bus
: concern,with . Services vehicle caught fire while trav- :
. an estimated . elling towards Rwanda. Eyewitness-
4 300 motor i es say smoke had already been visible
y vehicles des- - long before the bus stopped, but the |
J troyed by fire warning went unheeded as it contin- :

in 2024 alone,
highlighting the

¢ ued at high speed.

urgentneedfor ' callstryingto alert the driver as smoke :
better mainte- thickened. The bus, however, kept |
nance, faster moving until it reached the Mawonve
emergency . curve.By then, flames had taken over :
.response,and . the engine compartment. When it fi-
greaterdriver nally stopped, passengers were forced
awarenesson into a frantic escape through doors

highways. . and windows as fire spread rapidly

. through the luggage hold and seating

One witness, Salongo Mutyaba, re-

ESSENTIAL ITEMS
EVERY VEHICLE
SHOULD CARRY
FOR FIRE EMER-
GENCIES

1.Fire extinguisher

« Must be fully charged
and functional.

« Should be easily acces-
sible, not locked away or:

buried under luggage.
»Needs regularinspec-
tionand servicing.

2. Reflective warning
triangle

-Used toalert other
road users during emer-
gencies.

- Helps prevent se-
condary accidents on
highways

«Shouldbe placedata
safe distance behind the
vehicle.

3.Emergency hammer/
windowbreaker -~

- Used to break windows
when doors are jammed
orinaccessible.

- Essential for quick eva-
cuation during fire situa-

J

tions.

- Should be kept within

reach of passengers.

4. First aid kit

- For treating burns and
minorinjuries during -
evacuation.

»Should include basic
medical supplies suchas

bandagesandburnre- = -
: liefitems. 5
: « Needs periodic restoc-

king and checking.

5.Emergency contact-
ready mobile phone

- Should have saved
contacts for police and
fire rescue services.
+Helps speed up emer-
gency response.

- Ideally kept charged at
alltimes during travel.

6.Accessible emergen-
cy exits (for buses)

+ Must be functional and
not blocked by luggage.
+ Should be clearly mar-
ked and easy to open.
+Regular checks nee-
ded to ensure usability
inemergencies.

area.
within minutes, the bus was de-

| stroyed. )
Weeks later, another bus belonging

to Devine Coaches also caught fire on
the Kampala-Moyo route via Gulu.
Passengers and crew escaped, but the
vehicle was reduced to a burnt shell.
In both cases, survival depended not
on firefighting but on how fast peo-
plereacted.

These incidents are no longer rare.

pattern on Uganda’s roads.

. Asilentbutrisingroad danger
! Fire and rescue data show that |
Uganda recorded about 1,280 firein- '
!+ cidents in 2024.0f these, an estimat-
: ed 300 to 380 involved motor vehi-

cles. Many of these vehicles were de-
stroyed.

What is most concerning is the :
speed at which the fire spreads.Once !
a fire starts in a vehicle, it can engulf '
the entire structure in under five

minutes. On highways, where emer-
: Wheneverysecond mas

gency response is often distant, this

leaves almost no chance for contain- '
; is speed. A small elec
i-or fuel leak can escalat

ment.

Experts say the problem is not only™

mechanical failure but also delayed
maintenance, poor driver response,
and limited emergency prepared-
ness.

Why vehicles catch fire

Michael Kalyango,a mechanic based
in Bweyogerere, Wakiso District, says
most vehicle fires begin long before
any visible smoke appears.

“People wait until a car breaks
down completely before servicing it,”
he says.“By then, the risk is already
high”

He ’identifies three main causes:
overheating engines, fuel system
leaks,and electrical faults.

When coolant levels drop or a radi- :

ator fails, engine heat builds rapidly.
Without cooling, metal components
become dangerously hot, increasing
fire risk.

. Fuel leaks from cracked pipes or '
i loose fittings can ignite instantly

says the fleat secor, o, "' '

| ever,he warns that o, /7

" ists are urged to chec

i spect for leaks or unusygy)

* especially onlong-distan.
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“The moment yop
smell burning, stop g
mediately,” he saye 'h,. :
conflrm.” I

He advises drivers
engine instantly to ., ",
trical supply. Passeng,., '
evacuate without a1
life over luggage or ,,,.,,’"“
ings. '

“people often log. Vai
trying to save their p,,,
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out, everything can . "'
ceptlife.” '
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Drivers are strong|.,
against opening the by, 1
are suspected, as intrq,, ' 1
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tacted immediately ., ,h“:‘ .
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Regular inspection of mod
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