Remember Bhopal
On the night of December 2nd - 3rd 1984, in the worst chemical disaster in history, 27 tons of lethal gases including methyl iso cyanate (MIC) leaked from Union Carbide’s pesticide factory in Bhopal, India. Grossly under-designed safety systems were either malfunctioning, under repair or switched off as part of a cost-cutting exercise -- approximately $40 (Rs. 700) a day in the case of the refrigeration unit. The warning siren at the factory had been turned off.

The gases flooded the city. Many died in their sleep. Others succumbed as they ran through the poison-cloud, eyes burning, their breath coming up in rasps. The poisons tore through the sensitive lung tissue, producing so much fluid that many drowned in their own body fluids. More than 8000 died in the few days following the disaster. As the Bhopalis are wont to say, those who survived were the unlucky ones. The gases poisoned more than 500,000 people, leaving them with a lifetime of ill-health and mental trauma. Many of the gas-affected worked as daily-wage labourers and have become too weak to do any strenuous work. Over the years families have accumulated crippling debts merely trying to cover weekly medical costs.

Today, at least 150,000 people, including children born to gas-exposed parents, continue to suffer debilitating exposure-related health effects, such as headaches, breathlessness, giddiness, numb limbs, body aches, fevers, nausea, anxiety attacks, neurological damage, cancers, menstrual chaos, depression and mental illness. The death toll has risen to more than 20,000, and at least 30 persons continue to die each month from exposure-related illnesses. More than 80,000 are too ill to work. 

This disaster has done little to affect Union Carbide. After forcing a paltry compensation settlement -- $470 million as opposed to $3 billion demanded by the Government of India – Union Carbide’s share price jumped 44 cents and they went back to business as usual. Nearly 95 percent of the survivors have received $500 (Rs. 25,000) for lifelong injury and loss of livelihood. That works out to less than 10 cents a day – enough for a cup of tea every day – for 18 years of unimaginable suffering. 

In February 2001, the U.S. multinational Dow Chemical Company acquired Union Carbide despite being warned by Bhopal survivors of Carbide’s pending liabilities in India. In November 2000, Dow’s newly elected President and CEO Michael D. Parker, in his first media briefing, said: “Clearly, we’re enormously aware of Bhopal and the fact that particular incident is associated with Union Carbide, [but Union Carbide has] done what it needs to do to pursue the correct environment, health and safety programs”. In fact, Dow Chemical’s PR official, Ms. Kathy Hunt, maintains that “$500 [in compensation] is plenty good for an Indian.”

Dow has repeatedly maintained that the Bhopal chapter is closed and all liabilities have been resolved. However, outstanding liabilities remain and Dow is far from being off the hook.

Dow-Carbide’s Medical Liabilities

To this day, the treatment of the Bhopal victims is impeded because Dow-Carbide callously refuses to share its medical information on the toxic effects of the gases released that night, regarding the information as a ‘trade secret’. As a result, long-term medical treatment has been impossible. Even worse, the effects of the gases on future generations remains unclear even as health effects manifest themselves with disturbing regularity among the children of gas-exposed parents. 

Dow-Carbide not only has to disclose the medical information on the toxic effects of the poison gases, but also ensure the medical rehabilitation of the Bhopal survivors and their children.

Dow-Carbide’s Criminal Liabilities

The world’s worst industrial disaster occurred because Union Carbide (now Dow Chemical) knowingly installed a poorly-designed factory in Bhopal, and cut costs by compromising on safety and maintenance systems. In May 1982 an American safety audit found a total of 61 hazards, 30 of them major and 11 in the dangerous phosgene / MIC units. It had warned of a "higher potential for a serious incident or more serious consequences if an incident should occur". Though the report was available to senior US officials, nothing was done.

For this, a criminal case was filed in the Chief Judicial Magistrate’s court in Bhopal, against the then Carbide Chairman Warren Anderson and other top executives. Despite assurances by Anderson and UCC representatives that they would appear to face trial in India as and when the justice system required, both parties have failed to attend court, even after being served summons through the Interpol. Anderson has been proclaimed a fugitive from justice by the court of the Chief Judicial Magistrate (CJM) in Bhopal.

On August 28, 2002, the CJM’s court reaffirmed that Warren Anderson stands accused of “culpable homicide.” It directed the Indian Government to secure the extradition of Anderson and Dow-Carbide representatives to face trial in India.

Anderson is now 80 years old. Many Bhopalis, victimized by the decisions he made while chairman of Union Carbide, died gruesome and agonized deaths. Among those who survived, there are very few who get to live till 80. Unlike Anderson, who has lived a life of luxury, the survivors in Bhopal are penniless and still mourning their dead. Most have received less than one third of Anderson’s annual golf club bills as compensation for a lifelong loss of livelihood and health. Until recently, his whereabouts were unknown. However, in September, Greenpeace and the Daily Mirror traced Warren Anderson to an upmarket residential area in Bridgehampton, New York.

Clearly, in light of the ongoing criminal case in Bhopal, Dow-Carbide’s criminal liabilities and potential penalties associated with it are very much alive.

Dow-Carbide’s Environmental Liabilities

According to former workers of the Union Carbide factory in Bhopal, while the factory was in operation, a massive amount of chemical substances formulated in the factory – including pesticides, solvents, catalysts and wastes were routinely dumped in and around the factory grounds. These include deadly pesticides such as aldicarb, carbaryl, mercury, and several chlorinated chemicals and organic poisons. In 1977, Carbide constructed Solar Evaporation Ponds (SEPs) over 14 hectares 400 meters north of its factory. Toxic effluents and toxic wastes were routinely dumped here. Two tube wells dug in the vicinity of the SEPs were abandoned because of the noxious smell and taste of the water.

A 1990 study by the Bhopal Group for Information and Action found di- and trichlorobenzenes in water samples taken from wells being used by communities living near the factory fence lines, and phthalates, chlorinated benzenes and poly aromatic hydrocarbons in the soil samples taken from the SEPs. In 1996, the State Research Laboratory conducted its own tests on water and concluded that the chemical contamination found is “due to chemicals used in the Union Carbide factory that have proven to be extremely harmful for health. Therefore the use of this water for drinking must be stopped immediately.”

In 1999, Greenpeace and Bhopal community groups documented the presence of stockpiles of toxic pesticides (including Sevin and Hexachlorocyclohexane) as well as hazardous wastes and contaminated material scattered throughout the factory site. The survey found substantial and, in some locations, severe contamination of land and water supplies with heavy metals and chlorinated chemicals. Samples of groundwater from wells around the site showed high levels of chlorinated chemicals including chloroform and carbon tetrachloride, indicative of long-term contamination. Additionally, lead, nickel, copper, chromium, hexachlorocyclohexane and chlorobenzenes were found in soil samples. Mercury in some sediment samples was found to be between 20,000 and 6 million times the expected levels.

For years, survivors have demanded that Union Carbide clean up the contaminated factory site, its surroundings and the poisoned groundwater. Now that Dow Chemical has purchased Carbide, the liability for cleaning up the factory site rests on Dow.

The Longest Fight

For over eighteen years, survivors’ organisations in Bhopal have refused to give up their fight for justice, proper compensation, economic rehabilitation and adequate health care. Following their merger with Union Carbide, Rashida Bi, leader of a Bhopal women worker’s organisation, led a 400 strong assault on Dow’s offices in Bombay, saying ‘we reject your double standards and assert that our lives are no less valuable than yours. We do not seek revenge, but justice, and we will not let up our fight until we see this justice done and our right to a dignified, disease free life restored.’

International Campaign for Justice in Bhopal (ICJB) is calling on Dow Chemical to:

1. Face Trial: Face criminal liability charges as owners of Union Carbide in the ongoing case pending in the Bhopal District Court and ensure that prime accused Warren Anderson, former chairman of Union Carbide appears to face trial in India.

2. Reveal medical studies: Disclose information on the toxicity of the leaked gases and their medical consequences, to allow the proper treatment of the gas-affected persons 
3. Provide Long-term Health Care: Subsequent to release of medical information Dow must arrange for long-term medical monitoring and rehabilitation of the survivors and their future generations.

4. Clean Up: Provide for comprehensive environmental remediation, within and outside the factory, and of the contaminated groundwater.

5. Provide Economic Rehabilitation: Dow must provide livelihood opportunities to victims who cannot pursue their usual trade as a result of exposure-induced illnesses and income support to families rendered destitute due to death or incapacitation of the breadwinner of the family.

For more information, visit:

www.bhopal.net
www.corpwatchindia.org
www.greenpeaceusa.org/bhopal
Or contact:

In the UK 
Tim Edwards  Email: tim@lifecycle.demon.co.uk
In the US 
Krishnaveni Gundu  Email: krishnaveni_g@sbcglobal.net
In India
Nityanand Jayaraman nity68@vsnl.com


Satinath Sarangi justiceinbhopal@yahoo.co.in


Rachna Dhingra rachna@umich.edu
International Campaign for Justice in Bhopal
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