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FIRE WISE: ON SAFETY TRAINING AND TECHNOLOGICAL FIXES 
Safety training and technological fixes can cut the massive death toll from fires each year 

 Nearly all major Indian cities have a brush with destructive but often preventable accidental fires each 
year, leaving in their wake lost lives and destroyed property. The blaze in the Eastern Railway headquarters in 
Kolkata on the evening of March 8, which killed at least nine people, is particularly egregious because it took 
place in a modern multi-storeyed special building. What the preliminary account of the fire and its aftermath 
suggests is a textbook case of poor attention to fire safety basics and, possibly, the absence of robust fire 
mitigation technologies. Whatever the sequence of events, the unfortunate incident in the central part of a 
vibrant city has taken the lives of a group of first responders, including four firefighters, a police officer and 
some railway staff. Apparently anxious to intervene, a group of personnel lost sight of their own safety and 
tried to speed up to the top floor of the building in a lift, perishing in the fire and smoke. The computerised 
booking system of the railway was paralysed. It has been a difficult start to the new year for Kolkata, with an 
inferno in the Baghbazar area destroying a vast slum, triggering violent protests. A return to normality will 
obviously take a lot of remedial work, although prioritising fire safety will have to wait for the frenetic election 
campaign there to end. 
 Every instance of fire brings to the fore the problem of adopting an incremental approach to safety. 
The building blocks of safety rely as much on modern technologies, as on preparedness, although Indian cities 
give short shrift to both. Official certifications that are not worth the paper they are printed on substitute for 
actual enforcement. Using the Kolkata railway building as a test case, the Centre should report on whether it 
met the fire safety norms prescribed in the National Building Codes. For instance, smoke alarms and sprinkler 
systems are an inexpensive early warning and intervention measure, but are not universally adopted. The 
recent tragedy also presents an occasion to review the progress of the Model Bill of 2019 to Provide for the 
Maintenance of Fire and Emergency Services of a State, which aimed at modernisation. Considering that the 
death toll from accidental fires, as per NCRB data for 2019, stands at a staggering 10,915, there is every reason 
to make a fire safety upgrade for public buildings a mission mode plan. Bringing such structures under the 
purview of public liability insurance, paid for by the respective departments, will provide enough incentive for 
their occupants to incorporate safety in all planning, and involve third party audits. Equally, drills for offices 
and multi-storeyed residential buildings will eliminate uncertainty and confusion among people on what must 
be done when disaster actually strikes. Safety favours only those who are prepared. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 
 wise (to) (adjective) – (be) aware of or (be) alert 

to something. 
 wise (noun) – manner, way (of something). 
 -wise (suffix) – with respect to, concerning. 
 firewise (noun) – a national program (in the US) 

to educate people in fire-prone or fire-
endangered communities about ways to lower 
their risk for fires. 

 fix (noun) – solution, way out, remedy, answer. 
 cut (verb) – reduce, decrease, lessen. 
 toll (noun) – number, count, tally of death; loss. 
 have a brush with (phrase) – have an 

encounter/clash with, come in conflict with 
(something unpleasant). 

 leave in one’s wake (phrase) – to cause an effect 
remaining for a long time because of someone’s 
actions/behaviour. 

 blaze (noun) – fire, flames, conflagration, 
inferno. 

 egregious (adjective) – shocking, 
horrible/terrible, very bad. 

 take place (phrase) – happen, occur, transpire. 
 account (noun) – report, news, narration, 

narrative. 
 aftermath (noun) – consequences, after-effects, 

repercussions. 
 textbook (adjective) – standard, conventional, 

most typical. 
 absence (noun) – lack, unavailability, deficiency. 
 robust (adjective) – strong, vigorous, powerful. 
 mitigation (noun) – alleviation, reduction; 

lessening. 
 sequence (noun) – chain, series, succession. 
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 vibrant (adjective) – high-spirited, energetic, 
lively. 

 first responder/front line worker (noun) – a 
person who is among the first to arrive and 
provide assistance at the scene of an emergency. 
First/front line workers/responders typically 
include paramedics, emergency medical 
technicians, police officers, firefighters, sanitary 
workers & etc. 

 apparently (adverb) – seemingly, evidently, it 
appears that. 

 anxious (adjective) – worried, concerned, 
distressed, bothered. 

 intervene (verb) – be situated between things. 
 personnel (noun) – staff, employees, workforce. 
 lose sight of (phrase) – pay no attention to, fail 

to consider, fail to be aware of. 
 speed up (phrasal verb) – hurry up, accelerate, 

move faster, go faster. 
 perish (verb) – die, expire, be killed suddenly 

(particularly in an accident). 
 paralyse (verb) – cripple, disable, stop, bring to a 

(grinding) halt, put out of action, 
immobilize/inactivate. 

 inferno (noun) – a very intense fire; blaze, 
conflagration, firestorm. 

 slum (noun) – a highly populated/overcrowded 
urban residential area. 

 trigger (verb) – cause, produce, bring about. 
 normality (noun) – a normal state of affairs, 

regularity. 
 remedial (adjective) – corrective, restorative, 

reparative. 
 frenetic (adjective) – hyperactive, fast and 

furious, intense. 
 campaign (noun) – an organized effort which 

seeks to influence the decision-making progress 
within a specific group. 

 bring to the fore (phrase) – to move something 
forward to a most important position (to make it 
more visible). 

 incremental (adjective) – gradual, phased, step-
by-step. 

 building block (noun) – basic/fundamental 
element/thing with which something is built up. 

 rely on (phrasal verb) – depend on; resort to, 
have recourse to. 

 preparedness (noun) – readiness. 
 short shrift (noun) – quick dismissal. 
 substitute (verb) – replace. 

 enforcement (noun) – imposition, 
implementation, execution. 

 norms (noun) – standard, convention, guidelines, 
criterion. 

 prescribe (verb) – stipulate, lay down, impose, 
order. 

 National Building Code (NBC) (noun) – a 
standardised set of rules to be followed by 
authorities and construction firms, to provide a 
healthy and safe living experience for all 
residents. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 
 sprinkler (noun) – a device that is spraying 

water. 
 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 
 universally (adverb) – broadly, generally, 

commonly; invariably, without exception 
(including all). 

 Model bill of 2019 to Provide for the 
Maintenance of Fire and Emergency Services of 
a State (noun) – An Act to provide for the 
Maintenance of Fire and Emergency Service and 
to make more effective provisions for the fire 
prevention and fire safety measures in various 
types of buildings and premises in the State and 
the matter connected therewith. 

 modernisation (noun) – improvement, 
refurbishment, remodeling, revamping. 

 National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) (noun) – 
an Indian government agency responsible for 
collecting and analysing crime data as defined by 
the Indian Penal Code (IPC) and Special and Local 
Laws (SLL). NCRB is headquartered in New Delhi 
and is part of the Ministry of Home Affairs 
(MHA), Government of India. 

 stand at (verb) – be at a particular level. 
 staggering (adjective) – astonishing, shocking, 

surprising. 
 mission mode (noun) – it means that the 

projects have clearly defined objectives, scopes, 
implementation timelines and milestones, 
measurable outcomes and service levels. 

 public liability insurance (noun) – it covers sum 
which the Insured becomes legally liable to pay 
as damages to the third party in respect of 
accidental death/bodily injury/disease and loss 
of or damage to property. Put simply, It covers 
accidental death/bodily injury suffered by 
visitors to your business property. 
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 purview (noun) – outlook, perspective, 
perception. 

 incentive (noun) – stimulus, impetus, boost 
(payment or concession). 

 audit (noun) – inspection, examination, 
assessment, investigation. 

 drill (noun) – rehearsal. 
 uncertainty (noun) – unpredictability, 

unreliability, riskiness/precariousness. 
 strike (verb) – (of a disaster) affect, afflict, 

attack, come upon. 

***************************************************************************************** 

ENDURING GREATNESS: ON NOVAK DJOKOVIC 
Djokovic seems ready to chase down records in men’s tennis held by Federer and Nadal 

 Among the Big Three in men’s tennis, Novak Djokovic has been the least appreciated by fans and 
followers. If Roger Federer’s wizardry has elevated the sport to unseen levels aesthetically, Rafael Nadal’s 
rugged artistry has stretched it to athletic extremes. Djokovic’s elastic genius has straddled the space in 
between and has at times been offset by his on-court demeanour and grinding style of play. But on Monday, 
when the 33-year-old embarked upon a record 311th week at the top of the ATP singles rankings, going past 
Federer, Djokovic served yet another reminder of his enduring greatness. The run is not as much about his 
longevity as it is about his utter domination of the decade gone by. Federer first reached the top in 2004 and 
Nadal in 2008. But since the time the Serb first scaled the peak — on July 4, 2011 — the celebrated duo has 
occupied pole position for just 132 weeks (Nadal 107, Federer 25). All but one of Djokovic’s 18 Grand Slam 
titles have come in the 10-year span starting with the 2011 Australian Open. Federer accumulated four during 
the same period, and Nadal 11, of which eight were at the French Open. Remarkably, Djokovic has overcome 
Federer or Nadal in 13 of the 18 Slams he has won and it will come as no surprise if Djokovic emerges with the 
most Majors, going past Federer’s and Nadal’s all-time record tally of 20. 
 Beyond statistics, a case can be made for Djokovic to be the most complete player of this era. His 
game, built on fleet-footed movement, a flat stroke, depth off both wings and a solid serve, is just about 
perfect for modern-day all-court tennis. Over the years, this combination has been chiselled to perfection, 
making him the pre-eminent force not just on the hard courts at Melbourne and New York, where he has a 
combined 12 crowns, but even on the hallowed grass at Wimbledon, where he has triumphed in five of the last 
nine editions, Federer’s grass-court majesty notwithstanding. Djokovic may not have replicated the same level 
of success against Nadal on clay — as the 2020 Roland Garros defeat showed — but he has been the Spaniard’s 
greatest challenger. “At a technical level, when Djokovic has been at the top of his game, I’ve been up against 
an invincible player,” Nadal once acknowledged. There have been blips; between his first two Majors (2008-
2011) Djokovic’s game stagnated, and for two years after winning the 2016 French Open, he was in wilderness. 
But both times he returned to vintage form: ruthless and untouchable. Recently, Djokovic had seemed slightly 
tetchy and nervous against the ‘Next Gen’ players Dominic Thiem and Daniil Medvedev. But as the 
comprehensive victory over the latter in the 2021 Australian Open final showed, Djokovic’s mask of invincibility 
is far from cracking. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 
 enduring (adjective) – stable, steady, steadfast, 

firm, unwavering, long-running, long-term. 
 greatness (noun) – brilliance, prowess, talent, 

expertise/skill, mastery. 
 chase down (phrasal verb) – run after and catch 

someone; follow and catch someone. 
 hold (verb) – possess, have, own. 
 wizardry (noun) – magic, alchemic talent, 

supernatural ability; artistry, great skill, genius 
(in a particular sphere of activity). 

 elevate (verb) – raise, lift up (to a higher 
position/level). 

 unseen (adjective) – invisible, undetectable, 
unnoticed. 

 aesthetically (adverb) – beautifully, attractively, 
elegantly. 

 rugged (adjective) – strong, muscular, mighty; 
firm, determined, resolute; exacting, taxing, 
demanding. 

 artistry (noun) – (creative) ability, skill, talent, 
style. 
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 stretch (verb) – extend, spread, continue, range, 
unfold. 

 extreme (noun) – limit, extremity, greatest 
degree, highest degree, maximum, height. 

 elastic (adjective) – adjustable, accommodating, 
flexible, versatile, all-around. 

 straddle (verb) – be on both sides of something; 
extend across, traverse. 

 at times phrase) – sometimes, occasionally, now 
and then. 

 offset (verb) – even up, counterbalance, cancel 
out, equalize, neutralize. 

 demeanour (noun) – behaviour, manner, 
attitude, look. 

 grinding (adjective) – overwhelming, 
overpowering, unendurable, intolerable, 
burdensome. 

 embark upon (phrasal verb) – start, begin, 
initiate. 

 go past (verb) – surpass, excel, transcend, be 
better than. 

 serve (verb) – do, perform; function/act as. 
 run (noun) – a continuous series of 

performances (in a sport/event). 
 longevity (noun) – continuance, continuity, 

continuation, lasting power, long life, durability. 
 utter (adjective) – complete, total, absolute. 
 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
 gone by (adjective) – bygone, in the past, earlier. 
 decades gone by (phrase) – 10 years in the past. 
 scale (verb) – go up, go over, ascend, climb up, 

reach. 
 celebrated (adjective) – admired; renowned. 
 duo (noun) – a pair of people. 
 pole position (noun) – a dominant position. 
 all but one (phrase) – all except one. 
 accumulate (verb) – gather, collect, amass. 
 remarkably (adverb) – strikingly, exceptionally, 

incredibly. 
 come as no surprise (phrase) – something which 

is not surprising someone, but is as expected 
one. 

 build on (phrasal verb) – develop, enhance, 
expand on. 

 fleet-footed (adjective) – nimble, agile/deft, 
active, light on one’s feet. 

 wing (noun) – limb (arm/leg); (wings -used in 
relation to ease and quickness of movement (of 
a person)). 

 chisel (verb) – sculpt, carve, shape, fashion, 
form. 

 pre-eminent (adjective) – important, foremost, 
prominent. 

 hallowed (adjective) – holy, sacred, 
reverenced/divine. 

 triumph (verb) – prevail, win, succeed. 
 majesty (noun) – impressiveness, nobleness, 

magnificence, grandeur, grandness; supremacy, 
dominion. 

 notwithstanding (conjunction) – although, in 
spite of the fact that, despite the fact that, even 
though. 

 replicate (verb) – emulate, recreate. 
 up against (phrase) – confronted with, faced 

with, opposed by. 
 invincible (adjective) – unconquerable, 

unbeatable, indomitable. 
 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, realize. 
 blip (noun) – a small/very short & temporary 

deviation (from normality/trend). 
 stagnate (verb) – decline, deteriorate, fall. 
 wilderness (noun) – a position of 

disapproval/dislike. 
 vintage (adjective) – high-quality, superior, best; 

classic, ageless. 
 ruthless (adjective) – unforgiving, unfeeling, 

uncaring, unsympathetic. 
 untouchable (adjective) – intangible, impalpable, 

indefinable. 
 tetchy (adjective) – irritable, impatient, ill-

tempered; scratchy, volatile. 
 comprehensive (adjective) – won by a large 

margin. 
 invincibility (noun) – unbeatable & powerful 

quality. 
 far from (phrase) – not, not at all. 
 crack (verb) – break down, give way, cave in, 

crumble, collapse, lose control.  


