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BHOPM. lndu
he three visitors climbed atop the circular
! concrete nm, peered down and sniffed the
: deep dankness of the polluted well across
| the straat from the choaed Union Carbide plant,

Almost unmediately, volces cackling i Hudi
interrupted the inspection. The visitors turmed

+ their heads toward a group of young boys who

were lined up along a nearby wall.

“This s the well of death,” the boys said.

They were laughing.

This Uit of macabre humor did not surprise the
guide, an environmental actvist who has frequent-

Me!&yhﬂmﬂumdmdlmmll as if dead.
a morbed game for a morbid place. “How
mmpewbn.’med Satinath Sarangi,

Aéounmnnhﬂnom tragedy killed more
000 people m Bhopal and damaged the
health of 500,000 more, families still live st out-
side the barbed-wire fence |urmundlng the plant,

Sarangi and other activists have been working to
focus attention on suspected contamination of the
water and soil by toxic waste discharged from the
pant, which began operating in the 1970s. Potable
municipal water does flow from the taps in Jayprak-
| ashnagar each morning but for less than 30 mun-

utes, according to ressdents.

“There are 80 many water problems here,” said

"Begum Bee, 45. "We're helpless; we have to use
water from the well.” Residents said they suspect
two wells are polluted. One is not used because the
stone wall around it has collapeed, spilling dirt into
the bottom. But water is still drawn from “the well

i 1  of death.”

*It's not used for drinking; it's used for wash-
ing," said Babu Lal, a shopkeeper. *It-has a foul
smell " :

~ When other water is not available, residents fill
their pots at a distant well rather than drink from

We don't want to die,” Lal said.

Even washing with the well water, Lal said, has
caused nunor health problems. While adults report
a temporary itching and burning sensation, blisters

have a red on the tender shin 0|' chuldren.
Tre e Flicrs tallod eige

ter problema, but they have grown wu.ry of years
. of relentless questioning about gas-related deaths

the polluted one. “Why would we want to drink it?.
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by government officials, medical researchers and
journalists. Sarangi warned the visitors not to ask
such questions.

The nongovernmental organization that Sarangi
leads, the Sambavna Trust, has been carefully ask-
ing such sensitive questions to compile medical in-
formation about the causes of recent deaths. To
compensate for inadequate government record-
keeping, the group has been using a medical ques-
toturaire to conduct “verbal autopsies” on deceased
persons by interviewing the people who last pro-
vided care for them.

The nayel technique has been used in Afnca to
track such health problems as AIDS and establish
infant mortality rates. Sarangi hopes to persuade
Indian courts to admit the findings as evidence of
further Union Carbide corporate liability.

Later this summer, Ihc bavna Trust plans to
set up a free clinic that offer alternatives to the
antiblotics, stercids and tranquilizers usually pre-
scribed for ailing survivors of the gas leak. Instead
of what be called “irrational medication.” Sarang
said the dinic would offer other drug theupi.es. tra-
ditional imfian medicine and “cure by yoga "

Quupe
“disdnse for resale, four deep pits that were
once used to store chemucal wastes are being fill>d
with dirt. One has been sealed, A tractor has lev-

u.l._J.hL sy lavigty, whivli 1o by .

Slums Sprawl in ;‘Shédow of Bliopal Gas Leak

Indians Eke Out Living 12 Years After Disaster Despite guamcted Contamination of Hu!er, Soil
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In Febriary 1988, two months atter
the gas leak that killed more than
4,000 peopie, 8 woman filed cans
with watsr from & well in lront of the
Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, India.

eled the dry bottom of two others, ripping apart its
black plastic liner.

The visitors watched as women and children
from Atal Ayub Nagar, a shantytown built on aban-
doned farmland nearby, scrambled down the steep
slopes to collect the plastic scraps, even though ooe
study found that the pits contain cancer-causing and
liver-damaging agenta.

Sultan Ahmed Khan, 15, waiked away with a rcl!
of plastic on s back. "I'm takng it for my roof so
the water doesn’t come in. We bought new plastic
but were running short of it,” he said.

“More contamination,” Sarangi sighed.

Khan and other slum dwellers scavenged the
plastic to prepare for the coming monsoon rains,
which also contribute to the pollution problems in
this hilly city of 1 millioh, Babulal Gaur, a former
state munister, said the rains cause clwmcei fes: +
dues to seep deeper into the soil.:«

*“During the monsoon, it just enters the gmmi
water,” Gaur said. “The animals and the people,.
they fall sick because of the water.”

The seasonal monsoon rains, which many Indians

woleuine as rebief from summer's heat. are due o

1t mﬂm I-I
Special correspondent Ramg Lub.dmi coniriéwbod

to this report.




