








JET-PROPELLED FIREBOAT 
One day during our Leningrad visit began with a 

thrilling 45-mile-per-hour dash for a distance of 
about 13 miles up the Neva River in a streamlined, 
waterjet fireboat as guests of the Leningrad Fire De
partment. The boat, about a 75-footer, was propelled 
by two water-jet propulsion pumps driven by twin 
diesel engines. The Leningrad Fire Department has 
two other boats that are larger, heavier, and more 
heavily equipped. The waterjet boat was light, fast, 
and lightly equipped. It had one deck gun, a foam 
monitor, and several hydrant connections for small 
hoses. 

SOVIET BUILDING 
CONSTRUCTION BOOM 

In each city we visited, we saw evidence of building 
construction wherever we looked. The skylines bris
tled with cranes. We were first impressed by this 
building boom in 1977, but we assumed then that it 
was engendered by the upcoming Olympic games. 
However, the scene hasn't changed a bit; buildings 
continue to be constructed everywhere, in city centers 
as well as in the suburbs. 

President Leonid Brezhnev has stated that more 
housing was built in the Soviet Union in the 1970's 
than the entire stock of urban housing that existed at 
the beginning of the 1960's. But despite that massive 
building effort, housing is still scarce in Soviet urban 
centers. Many families share flats that have only 
scant conveniences, and many newlyweds wait years 
for private housing. The urban housing problem is 
exacerbated by an influx of people from rural areas 
that goes on despite government opposition. 

Soviet builders are proud and even boastful of 
their standard building designs, pointing out the 
economies of prefabrication. 4 Moreover, if the learn
ing curve holds in the Soviet Union as it does else
where, building erection time should progressively 
decrease. 

But standardization has its drawbacks too. The 
sameness of block after block of Soviet apartment 
houses is becoming, apparently, as palling on the 
Soviet leadership as it has been on ordinary citizens 
who have to live in them. Brezhnev himself has re
marked, " ... as a whole, urban development 
stands in need of greater artistic expressiveness and 
diversity. We should avoid cases such as that of the 
film character, who, by irony of fate, found himself 
in another town and was unable to distinguish either 
the house or the flat he got into from his own." 

Although Soviet building construction efforts are 
aimed squarely at standardizing designs and con
struction methods, some attention is being devoted to 
innovation and experimentation. We saw an experi
mental building along the Georgian Military High
way, outside Tbilisi. The easiest way to describe it is 
Rubik's cube with some of the blocks missing. The 
blocks that made up the building appeared to be 
nearly identical modules, probably built elsewhere 
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and simply assembled and finished on-site. None of 
our Soviet hosts could answer our questions about 
the building. 

CHEMICAL PHYSICS INSTITUTE, 
ACADEMY OF SCIENCES 

The Chemical Physics Institute, Academy of 
Sciences, in Moscow is a prestigious research installa
tion that has done significant work in combustion 
and chemical kinetics. The emphasis of current work 
is on the combustion of solids, turbulent combustion 
of gas, and chemical kinetics of gas explosions. 

A major new program has been undertaken by the 
Institute in the field of biology by the establishment 
of a Department of Chemical and Biological Kinet
ics, which addresses problems in biomedicine, oxida
tion, degradation and stabilization of polymers, and 
fire. Prof. G. E. Zaikov, head of the department, de
scribed some of their new biomedical efforts in the 
study of radicals involved in cancer. A drug has been 
produced that appears to have 'positive effects in 
treating lung and bladder cancer. In connection with 
gerontological studies, the life span of mice has been 
doubled by controlling diet. 

GLOSSARY 
Progress on the compilation of a Russian/ Ameri

can glossary of building construction and fire safety 
terms was the third objective of our visit. 

The Russian and English languages share many 
cognates in their respective technical lexicons. The 
word "radio," for instance, has crossed into many 
languages, and in both English and Russian it is used 
in the same way and in the same senses. In a bilingual 
dictionary, English "radio" and Russian "radio" 
are juxtaposed, and everything is as it should be. The 
word is used identically in both languages. But the 
dictionary juxtaposition also holds for "architect" 
and "arkhitektor," its cognate, and here we have a 
problem. A Soviet architect, by training and area of 
competence, is quite different from an American 
architect. He does not design and engineer buildings; 
he is concerned primarily with planning building in
teriors and has little to do with the technical and engi
neering aspects of building design. Dictionaries and 
translators, however, invaribly equate such words 
and thereby mislead themselves as well as their 
readers or hearers. 

A more difficult problem concerns words that have 
no counterparts in the other language. In technical 
situations, the interpreter or translator must express 
ideas by description rather than by term-for-term 
substitution, and he can do so accurately only if he 
understands the significant differences between the 
two cultures. In the Soviet Union, for example, there 
is usually only one source of supply and one center of 
authority; cost is cost and price is price and chances 
are that the projected building is an approved stan
dard design. The U.S. mode of building construction 
is marked by diversity and competition - a multi-
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plicity of sources and alternatives. This difference 
alone causes numerous mistranslations and enor
mous trouble in bilingual meetings, where frequently 
as much time is spent trying to understand one 
another as in pursuing the purpose at hand. 

In preparation for the visit to the Soviet Union, I 
compiled a sample Russian/American glossary of 
building construction, fire safety, fire service, hy
draulics, and fluid mechanics terms. On the last day 
in Moscow we discussed the glossary, which was ac
cepted as the working draft, and agreed to exchange 
revisions, additions, etc. The glossary is a machine
readable file, so it is easy to list Russian and Ameri
can terms and definitions side by side, alphabetically, 
in each language. 

FOLLOW-ON PROGRAM 
The protocol, signed by both parties, reviewed the 

just-completed program and recommended continua
tion of ongoing activities. The most important of 
these are a follow-on Soviet/American symposium 
on Fire Test Methods for Building Materials to be 
held in the United States in September 1982, and con
tinuation of work on the Russian/American glossary 
by correspondence. An interesting proposal was ad
vanced regarding a possible exchange of one or two 
students between the Soviet Highest Fire Protection 
Engineering Academy and the U.S . Fire Academy. 
The proposed program is subject to approval by 
higher authorities on both sides. Prospects appear 
promising. 

WRAP-UP 
In the course of periodic assessments of the U.S.! 

USSR Cooperative Agreement on Housing and 

Volume 3, Number 1, 1982 

Other Construction, the value of the program to the 
U.S. side has been questioned. Concern has been ex
pressed that the Soviets, being more in need of tech
nology transfer than the U.S., are receiving more 
than they are giving. 

Although there may be reason for concern in some 
parts of the overall program, the Soviets have 
reached a high level of expertise in fire education and 
materials testing. While budgets are being cut in these 
areas in the United States, the Soviets appear to be 
well funded . The scope of their fire research activity 
is burgeoning. At present, the balance of progress in 
fire research is shifting in their direction. 

The Soviets experience no significant problems in 
arranging comprehensive testing programs. In study
ing the highrise evacuation problem, for example, 
they carried out nearly 200 model tests and full-scale 
burns. A program of such magnitude would hardly 
be feasible in this country under present circum
stances. For this and similar reasons, it would be well 
for us to follow the Soviet fire testing and research 
work closely and, we hope, profit from their results. 
Also, we can learn from the Soviets' superior fire
service education programs and their extensive ex
perience in applying them. 

NOTES 

'Though the cognate "school" appears in its title, the institution is essen
tially an "academy," even in the military sense, so it will be referred to as 
such in t his article. 

2A highrise building in the Soviet Union is ten stories or more . The most 
popular building height today is 16 stories. 

3Several technical colleges exist in the Soviet Union that offer degrees in 
fire protection engineering. Among them are the Volokolamsk and the 
Syzransk Poly technical Instit utes, the Khabarovsk Construction Institute, 
and the Groznensk Petroleum Institute . 

4Bathrooms and kitchens, for example, with built-in plumbing and ser
vices, are usually constructed on a factory assembly line and deli vered as 
complete modules to building sites. 
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