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INFERNAL INFERNOS:  
ON HOSPITAL FIRES AMID THE PANDEMIC 

As hospital fires are on the rise alongside a pandemic, Maharashtra must act on safety 
 Maharashtra has been facing the merciless onslaught of COVID-19 cases, but its public health 
response has also had to combat a second, connected scourge of hospital fires. In recent days, the State 
has been adding, on average, over 60,000 cases and losing a few hundred lives daily in the second wave 
of the pandemic, straining its infrastructure and institutions. It is also frequently hit by deadly fires, of 
the kind witnessed on Friday in the ICU of a small hospital in Mumbai’s suburb of Virar, where at least 15 
patients severely ill with the coronavirus died. With about seven lakh active cases now, many of the 
patients in the State require oxygen support and hospitals are stretched to the limit. Many are small 
institutions, while a number of facilities are simply not built for purpose, such as the hospital located in a 
mall in Mumbai’s Bhandup area where several lives were lost in a blaze last month. Now that many 
COVID-19 hospital fires have been reported during the first peak of the pandemic last year and later, in 
Maharashtra, Gujarat and Andhra Pradesh in particular, State authorities should be able to document 
their learnings and put out a checklist to save patients. They should clarify whether fire safety guidelines 
for hospitals issued by the Centre in September last year, prioritising a strict compliance strategy, third 
party accreditation on safety, and adoption of a fire response plan were acted upon. This is particularly 
important in Maharashtra’s context, given that devastating fires have been recurring, and Chief Minister 
Uddhav Thackeray should lose no time in ordering a comprehensive audit. 
 With no end in sight to serious hospital fires, there may be a case for judicial oversight and 
systematic inquiries into such mishaps. COVID-19 has turned into a conflagration, and the Supreme 
Court has taken suo motu cognisance of many aspects of pandemic management, such as availability of 
oxygen and essential drugs, method and manner of vaccination, and declaration of lockdowns. Nearly 10 
High Courts have taken up pressing matters pertaining to COVID-19. It would be logical to add fire safety 
to such scrutiny, to make accidents rare. Evidently, State bureaucracies can achieve a lot more on their 
own, if they diligently implement existing regulations. There is a professional knowledge base available 
with important features. It calls for ICUs to be equipped with an exhaust system to prevent smoke 
accumulation in a fire, ventilation cut-outs to stop a blaze from spreading, periodic maintenance of 
safety equipment and, very importantly, an evacuation plan for the sickest patients, who may be 
attached to life-saving equipment. It is undoubtedly complicated to retrofit poorly designed hospitals for 
high safety standards, especially when it has to be executed on the go, and every bed is precious in the 
pandemic. But as each successive blaze proves, business as usual may extract a heavy price. Patients 
should be able to go to a hospital without the fear of fires threatening their lives there. 
 

DEFINITIONS: 
 

❖ infernal (adjective) – horrible, annoying, 
irritating. 

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

❖ amid (preposition) – in the middle of, 
surrounded by; during. 

❖ pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a 
new disease; The illness spreads around the 
world and typically affects a large number of 
people across a wide area. 

❖ on the rise (phrase) – increasing. 
❖ alongside (preposition) – together with. 
❖ act on (phrasal verb) – follow, comply with, act 

in accordance with. 

❖ merciless (adjective) – ruthless, pitiless, 
relentless; harsh, severe. 

❖ onslaught (noun) – attack, incursion, invasion. 
❖ public health (noun) – the branch of medicine 

handling public health; public health is also the 
science of protecting and improving the health 
of people and their communities through 
education, policy making and research for 
disease and injury prevention. 

❖ combat (verb) – fight, tackle, confront, 
defy/resist. 

❖ scourge (noun) – affliction, bane, curse, plague. 
❖ strain (verb) – damage, impair, overtax, 

overburden, exert excessively, stretch/push to 
the limit. 
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❖ infrastructure (noun) – the basic physical or 
organisational structure or framework. 

❖ hit (verb) – affect badly, devastate, damage. 
❖ deadly (adjective) – fatal, lethal, life-

threatening. 
❖ witness (verb) – see, observe, view, notice. 
❖ suburb (noun) – outlying district, outskirts. 
❖ stretch (verb) – put a strain on, put great 

demands on, overtax. 
❖ blaze (noun) – fire, flames, conflagration, 

inferno. 
❖ in particular (phrase) – particularly, specifically, 

especially, specially. 
❖ learnings (noun) – lesson. 
❖ put out (phrasal verb) – issue, publish, release, 

make public, publicize. 
❖ prioritise (verb) – make a point of, highlight, 

call attention to (something as very important). 
❖ compliance (noun) – conformity, observation, 

adherence. 
❖ strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 

achieve a more expansive set of political, 
economic, and security interests). 

❖ accreditation (noun) – authorization, 
permission, license. 

❖ act upon (phrasal verb) – comply with, act in 
accordance with, follow. 

❖ context (noun) – circumstances, conditions, 
situation. 

❖ given (preposition) – considering, taking into 
account, bearing in mind. 

❖ devastating (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 
disastrous. 

❖ recur (verb) – happen again, reoccur, occur 
again. 

❖ lose no time (phrase) – be quick, hurry up, 
move quickly, hasten. 

❖ comprehensive (adjective) – all-inclusive, 
broad-based, complete/thorough. 

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

❖ in sight (phrase) – noticeable, visible, in view; 
near at hand. 

❖ oversight (noun) – supervision, surveillance, 
superintendence, inspection, review, direction, 
control. 

❖ judicial oversight (noun) – It refers to the 
process by which the judiciary examines the 
legality of any action of a person or authority, 
public or private, in accordance with the 
provisions of the Constitution or any law of a 
country. 

❖ systematic (adjective) – methodical, 
structured, organized, well ordered, planned. 

❖ mishap (noun) – accident, trouble, problem, 
difficulty. 

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

❖ take cognisance of (phrase) – notice, attend to, 
take into account, give attention to. 

❖ suo motu (phrase) – Latin term means “on its 
own motion”. It is used where a government 
agency acts on its own knowledge. 

❖ vaccination (noun) – treatment with a vaccine 
to protect against a particular disease; 
immunization. 

❖ lockdown (noun) – an emergency protocol 
implemented by the authorities that prevents 
people from leaving from a place; An extended 
state of confinement/encirclement/isolation of 
a person by the authority. 

❖ take up (phrasal verb) – pursue, engage in, 
become involved in (an activity or course of 
action). 

❖ pressing (adjective) – urgent, critical, crucial, 
important. 

❖ pertain to (verb) – concern, relate to, be 
connected with. 

❖ scrutiny (noun) – examination, inspection, 
investigation. 

❖ evidently (adverb) – obviously, palpably, 
seemingly, apparently. 

❖ bureaucracy (noun) – officials (in the 
administration, government, the 
establishment) as a group. 

❖ on one’s own (phrase) – alone, all alone, by 
oneself, all by oneself, independently, single-
handedly. 

❖ diligently (adverb) – carefully, attentively, 
thoroughly. 

❖ regulation (noun) – rule, order, directive, 
procedure, guideline. 

❖ call for (phrasal verb) – require, publicly 
ask/necessitate, demand. 

❖ equip (verb) – prepare (for a particular 
task/situation). 

❖ exhaust system (noun) – a system by which the 
indoor air is continuously exhausted to the 
outdoors. 

❖ accumulation (noun) – amassing, gathering, 
stockpiling, hoarding. 

❖ ventilation (noun) – the supplying of fresh air 
to a room. 

❖ cut-out (noun) – device. 
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❖ periodic (adjective) – regular, repeated, 
recurrent. 

❖ evacuation (noun) – the act of moving people 
from a dangerous place; depopulation, 
clearance, emptying. 

❖ undoubtedly (adverb) – admittedly, doubtless, 
beyond question. 

❖ retrofit (verb) – to add something to the one 
already done/constructed/manufactured. 

❖ on the go (phrase) – very active, busy, 
occupied. 

❖ successive (adjective) – consecutive, 
continuous. 

❖ business as usual (phrase) – a normal state of 
affairs, the daily round, routine, a normal 
pattern, regularity. 

❖ extract (verb) – obtain, get, take out (by effort 
or force). 

❖ a heavy price (phrase) – a bad effect, suffering, 
damage on something. 

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

TOO LITTLE:  
ON THE ELECTION COMMISSION’S COVID-19 CURBS 

The ECI woke up late to the ill-effects the long campaign in Bengal had on public health 
 The Election Commission of India’s decision to restrict campaigning for the remaining two 
phases of the West Bengal Assembly election is an instance of wisdom dawning late. Nevertheless, it will 
help limit the public health damage to what was already caused by an unreasonably extended election 
cycle in the State during the pandemic. After the Calcutta High Court sought an action taken report on 
what measures it was adopting in the context of the spreading pandemic, the Election Commission has 
ordered the cancellation of all rallies and roadshows. Only meetings that are attended by no more than 
500 people will be allowed now. In its order, the Election Commission noted “with anguish” that parties 
and candidates were not adhering to safety protocols. Daily campaign hours had already been cut and 
campaigning was to stop 72 hours prior to polling, instead of 48 hours, as per an earlier directive. A bit 
of foresight would have been more helpful. The State is recording high numbers of infection. Bengal’s 
health infrastructure is not robust to deal with a heavy surge. All parties organised rallies amid the 
pandemic. But parties other than the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) have been calling for clubbing the last 
phases together. In the face of the Election Commission’s refusal to do so, the Congress, the Trinamool 
Congress and the Left had discontinued big rallies. 
 The only party that did not have a problem with the election being spread over eight phases 
over five weeks has been the BJP. Allegations that this helped the BJP that was dependent on its star 
campaigners and workers from other States moving from one region to the next carries weight. It is 
ironic that the BJP that argues for clubbing together all elections across the country has been happy 
about such a prolonged process in Bengal. Even after it became evident that the new surge was turning 
out to be severe, the BJP continued with big rallies in the State. Prime Minister Narendra Modi gloated 
about massive turnouts at his rallies. BJP leaders declared that there was no correlation between rally 
turnouts and the spread of the pandemic. It is not that India sleepwalked into this disaster; it was 
dragged in a boisterous procession of triumphalism and hubris by the political leadership. The unusual 
and unreasonable schedule of the Bengal election during the pandemic was unwise and avoidable. The 
Election Commission’s corrective measures at the last moment can only be of limited help. The lack of 
foresight while drawing up the schedule and monitoring the campaign bordered on complicity in the 
surge of new infections. 

DEFINITIONS: 
 
❖ curb (noun) – restraint, restriction, control, 

limitation. 
❖ wake up (to) (phrasal verb) – realize, become 

aware of, become heedful of. 
❖ ill-effects (plural noun) – bad results or adverse 

consequences. 

❖ campaign (noun) – canvassing, electioneering, 
an act of soliciting (asking for/requesting) 
votes; an organized effort that seeks to 
influence the decision-making progress within a 
specific group. 

❖ campaign (verb) – canvass, electioneer, solicit 
(ask for/request) votes. 
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❖ wisdom (noun) – understanding, sense, 
common sense, insight, foresight, judgement, 
circumspection. 

❖ dawn (verb) – occur to, come to mind, enter 
someone’s head, enter someone’s mind, 
strike/hit. 

❖ nevertheless (adverb) – in spite of everything, 
in spite of that, nonetheless, even so, however. 

❖ unreasonably (adverb) – senselessly, illogically, 
unfairly, unacceptably. 

❖ pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a 
new disease; The illness spreads around the 
world and typically affects a large number of 
people across a wide area. 

❖ seek (verb) – ask for, request, demand. 
❖ measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 
❖ context (noun) – circumstances, conditions, 

situation. 
❖ rally (noun) – gathering, march/procession, 

meeting. 
❖ roadshow (noun) – a series of a political 

campaign (in different places throughout the 
country/state). 

❖ anguish (noun) – distress, worry, grief, 
unhappiness. 

❖ adhere to (verb) – abide by, follow, obey, 
comply with. 

❖ protocol (noun) – rules of conduct, procedure, 
code of behaviour, customs. 

❖ cut (verb) – reduce, decrease, lessen. 
❖ directive (noun) – instruction, direction, notice, 

regulation, rule. 
❖ foresight (noun) – anticipation, planning, 

forethought, forward planning. 
❖ infrastructure (noun) – the basic physical or 

organisational structure for something (to 
function properly).   

❖ robust (adjective) – strong, powerful. 
❖ surge (noun) – sudden increase or rise/jump of 

something. 
❖ amid (preposition) – in the middle of, 

surrounded by; during. 
❖ call for (phrasal verb) – require, publicly 

ask/necessitate, demand. 
❖ club (together) (verb) – combine, join together. 
❖ in the face of (phrase) – despite, 

notwithstanding, regardless of; when 
confronted with. 

❖ allegation (noun) – charge, accusation, 
indictment. 

❖ dependent on (adjective) – based on, 
depending on, resting on; controlled by, 
influenced by. 

❖ star campaigner (noun) – a celebrity vote 
seeker in an election for a party. This person 
can be a politician or even a film star. There is 
no law governing who can or cannot be made a 
star campaigner. 

❖ carry weight (phrase) – be most important, be 
influential, be significant. 

❖ ironic (adjective) – strange, unexpected, odd, 
paradoxical. 

❖ prolonged (adjective) – lengthy, extended, 
protracted. 

❖ turn out (phrasal verb) – happen, develop, end 
(in a specific way). 

❖ gloat (verb) – delight in, relish, take great 
pleasure in, triumph over. 

❖ turnout (noun) – attendance. 
❖ correlation (noun) – connection, link, relation. 
❖ sleepwalk (verb) – get involved in something 

without knowing the consequences. 
❖ drag in (phrasal verb) – to make someone get 

involved in a situation when he/she does not 
want to. 

❖ boisterous (adjective) – active, vibrant, 
energetic, noisy, overexcited, high-spirited, 
disorderly, unrestrained, undisciplined, 
uproarious. 

❖ triumphalism (noun) – boastfulness, self-
assertion, self-satisfaction, excessive pride, 
extreme self-confidence, chutzpah, chest-
thumping, chest-beating; an attitude or a belief 
that a particular doctrine, religion, culture, 
social system is superior to and should triumph 
all over others. 

❖ hubris (noun) – feeling of superiority, excessive 
self-importance, excessive pride, excessive self-
confidence/self-glory, overconfidence, 
arrogance. 

❖ unwise (adjective) – ill-advised, ill-considered, 
short-sighted, misguided, thoughtless. 

❖ corrective (adjective) – remedial, restorative, 
curative, reparative; correctional, punitive, 
reformatory. 

❖ lack of (noun) – absence, deficiency, scarcity, 
dearth. 

❖ draw up (phrasal verb) – formulate, prepare, 
devise, create, work out. 

❖ border on (phrasal verb) – come close to, come 
near to, be near to;  be comparable to, 
approximate/similar to, be tantamount to. 

❖ complicity (noun) – collusion, involvement, 
collaboration.  

http://www.vanik.org/

