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1. QUAKE-PROOFING A HOUSE

Most houses and commercial structures that were constructed after 1980, when
Japan’s building code had its last major revision, are still standing. But more than
80,000 older buildings suffered serious damage. The government has promised
tougher standards for new buildings, but the immediate challenge is how to improve
existing structures. Charles Scawthorn, vice president of EQE International, a San
Francisco firm that specializes in quake-resistant engineering, says that “This is the
real heart of the seismic-hazard problem.” - _

Scawthorn happened to be in Osaka when the quake hit and spent the next
several days surveying the damage in Kobe. What he saw convinced him that
relatively simple precautions could have prevented the ‘most common-form of
damage: the roofs and upper stories of buildings crashing down onto lower floors.
Such “pancake” collapses accounted for 90% of the 5 ,090 deaths in Kobe.

Older Japanese homes are often perched a half-meter or so off the ground on
wooden frames. “It’s as if the house is standing on stilts,” says Scawthomn. “In a
quake it collapses, and the house comes down.” Well-placed plywood braces,
combined with steel-expansion bolts anchoring the house in a cement foundation,
would keep the base intact, ’

In the traditional Japanese house, Scawthorn says, the first floor lacks interior
walls that could help support the weight of the second floor, as they would for a
Western home; in Japan rooms are frequently separated by flimsy, sliding shoji
screens. Scawthorn’s recommendation is to place a few steel braces along the
extetior walls, and reinforce one or two interior walls so they can help carry the
weight of the second story. “Last of all,” he says, “I would take those heavy tiles off
the roof and replace them with the lighter-weight plastic ones available in Japan
now.” All told, the work and materials needed to reinforce a typical Japanese house
might cost $20,000.

Many older commercial buildings in central Kobe, mostly constructed with
reinforced concrete, suffered pancake collapses. In such cases the prescription is
also to add stronger interior reinforcing, often by replacing a few existing room
dividers with permanent, weight-bearing walls. Retrofitting buildings to survive
another Big One is still rare in Japan, but in the wake of the Kobe tragedy it may
catch on.

(370 words)

From TIME, Feb. 6, 1995, by Edward W, Desmond.
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COMPREHENSION EXERCISE (1)

1. The year 1980 witnessed in Japan
A. a large number of buildings badly damaged.
B. an important revision of the building standards.
C. a big earthquake. ,
D. the government’s failure to predict the seismic hazard.

2. Charles Scawthorn was particularly concerned about
A. why earthquakes occur so frequently in Japan.
B. what material is the best for the floor construction.
C. when the reinforcement of buildings should be started.

D. how to keep thousands of existing buildings safe during a quake.

3. Scawthorn found that people in Kobe
A. were greatly afflicted by the serious damage of buildings.
B. were experienced in coping with seismic damages.
C. mostly lived in commercial areas.
D. suffered a death toll of over six thousand.

4. According to Scawthorn, houses built on wooden frames are
A. less secure than those with a cement foundation.
B. unlikely to suffer pancake collapse.
C. not given enough care by the Japanese government
D. too old to be worth protection.

5. The passage suggests that weight-bearing interior walls are common in
A. the Japanese houses.
B. the Western houses.
C. the houses with sliding room dividers.
D. the houses with heavy tiles on the roof.

6. The word “retrofitting” as used in this passage (L.31) can best be interpreted as

A. decorating.
B. furnishing.

C. reinforcing.
D. replicating.

7. “To survive another Big One” means to survive another big
A. collapse.
B. revision.
C. replacement.
D. earthquake.

3
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2. THE OFFICIAL LANGUAGE

Immigration to the United States is approaching near-record levels, so the current
interest in making English the official language is not surprising. Not since the first
decades of the twentieth century have so many people entered the United States.
More significantly, the percentage of the population that is foreign-born (about 8.7
per cent) is higher than at any time since 1940.

US Census figures show that a remarkable 47 per cent of America’s
foreign-born population — that is about ten million people — cannot speak English
“very well” or “at all.” Spanish speakers make up the vast majority of these
non-English speakers; Spanish is the dominant language in large areas of
California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas and in many urban neighbourhoods
elsewhere. But they are by no means alone. The ten million figure is also made up
of speakers of Creole, Farsi, Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, Russian and the many
Native American languages spoken on reservations in the West.

The main consequence of making English the official language would be that all
official government documents, such as election ballot papers or tax forms, would
be printed only in English. Funds for bilingual education would also be ended.
Supporters say that this would encourage immigrants to learn English more quickly.
They argue that immigrants speaking poor English are cut off from mainstream
America’s economy, and are thus doomed to depend on the largesse of the state.

Opponents of English as an official language say that bilingual education is a
more realistic, long-term solution for helping foreign-born Americans assimilate.
They cite statistics showing that, regardless of ethnic background, the children of
immigrants in America do tend to learn English and manage to move towards the
mainstream economy. They argue that it is America’s native-born black population
that is lagging behind.

The issue seems to come down to this: if the Government ends bilingual
education and insists on immigrants taking their driver’s exams in English, for
example, will that tend to divide or unite such a diverse population? Unfortunately,
there is no conclusive data on that question.

(342 words)

From BBC ENGLISH, Feb. 1996.
o4



