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Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Stationery Karmachari Sangh
(Bhopal Gas Affected Women Stationery Employees Union)

The Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Stationery Karmachari Sangh (BGPMSKS) is a registered trade union of gas affected women survivors working in the paper stationery factory set up as part of the Indian government’s rehabilitation program after the 1984 Union Carbide Gas Disaster. Since its inception 17 years ago, the union has paid special emphasis to the issue of the economic rehabilitation of the survivors of the Bhopal disaster. For the past several years, the organisation has been recognized as the legal representative of the few survivors who are employed under government rehabilitation programs by the High Court of the State of Madhya Pradesh. As a leading coalition member of the International Campaign for Justice in Bhopal, BGPMSKS is also recognized as one of the chief representatives of the survivors both within and outside India. A majority of BGPMSKS members lives in and around Union Carbide’s infamous pesticide factory where thousands of tons of toxic wastes and obsolete pesticides lie abandoned. More than 20,000 people in the area are exposed to the poisons that have seeped from the toxic dump into the groundwater.

Background

Following the Union Carbide disaster in Bhopal in December 1984 the State government of Madhya Pradesh initiated a programme for providing economic rehabilitation to the victims. Under this program, two centers for production of office stationery were set up on November 25, 1985. A hundred women [50 Hindu and 50 Muslim] from severely exposed communities were selected by the authorities and given training in production of file covers, writing pads, registers, note books and other stationery. Trainees were paid a monthly stipend of Rs. 150/- [~US $ 8]. Commercial production of stationery items began in April 1986 and the trained women workers were given jobs at piece rate. The produced goods were supplied to the Government Press. This system provided very little income to the women and they were deprived of rights and benefits to which regular employees are entitled.

Formation

Women at the stationery centre started organizing themselves and voicing their discontent at the low income and lack of benefits despite the permanent nature of the job. As the discontent and resolve to fight the injustice grew, the women formed a labour union in August 1987. The union took up the issues of adequate wages, leave facilities and other basic rights of factory workers. In one of their first acts of protest as a union, the women pitched a tent in front of the Chief Minister’s office and camped out for three months chanting their demands from dawn to dusk.

The Battle for Just Wages

In 1988, the Government had to concede to their demand for monthly wages as opposed to the piece rate given to the stationery workers. However, the wages were less than half of that being paid to the regular employees of the Government Press and facilities such as leave and other benefits were not made available.

March to New Delhi

Having had only limited success with the State government, members of the union decided to intensify their agitation. On June 1, 1989 more than 100 women, many with children in their arms, marched 750 kilometers on foot to New Delhi in the middle of a hot summer. Many had had to sell off the meager valuables in their possession to join the march. The women reached New Delhi on July 5, 1989 and presented their demands before the Prime Minister. Back in Bhopal it took three more months of agitation for their demands to be accepted, albeit partially. Their wages were raised, but not to rates at par with Government press workers. And they won entitlement to leave and other facilities.

Working on Other Issues of the Disaster

Apart from being active on issues concerning the rights of the stationery workers, the union is an active proponent of the demands of the Bhopal survivors – for long-term medical rehabilitation and monitoring; economic rehabilitation of impoverished survivors; clean up of the Carbide’s toxic wastes and contaminated groundwater; punishment of Union Carbide and its officials. Since 2001, the women have confronted Dow Chemicals, the new owner of Union Carbide, with the responsibility of addressing the pending issues in Bhopal.

The union has also been active on other social and political issues affecting the lives of gas-affected people. In 2000, members of the union traveled to Mumbai during the visit of the US President to register the survivors’ protest against the US Government’s inaction on their matter. On February 28, 2001 members of the union protested at the Dow Chemical’s India headquarters in Mumbai. Following this, representatives of Dow agreed to negotiate with the leaders of the union and other survivors’ organisations. When negotiations did not yield any results and Dow continued to deny its liabilities in Bhopal, women from this and other organizations entered and temporarily occupied Dow's office on April 5, 2002.

Starting on June 26, 2002, Rasheeda Bee, the President BGPMSKS, along with two other Bhopal activists began a hunger strike in New Delhi demanding former Union Carbide Chairman Anderson's extradition to India to face the outstanding criminal charges. Their hunger strike ended after 19 days, following which more than 1500 people around the world took up the fast for justice in Bhopal and kept it alive for a month longer. Texas shrimper-turned-environmental-activist Diane Wilson led the relay hunger strike when she began a fast in solidarity that lasted 28 days outside a Dow-Union Carbide factory in Seadrift, Texas.

The overwhelming public reaction caused the Government of India to capitulate. Plans to scuttle the extradition of Warren Anderson were dropped even as the court where Carbide and Anderson face charges ordered the Government to expedite the extradition of Anderson, and seek ways to include Dow (Carbide’s new owner) in the criminal case.

In April, 2004, two of the leaders of BGPMSKS, President Rashida Bee and Secretary Champa Devi Shukla, were awarded the Goldman Environmental Prize, known as the “Nobel prize for the environment.” Together, they donated the award money, totaling $125,000, to a trust dedicated to three causes: medical care for children born with birth defects due to the contamination in Bhopal; economic opportunities for those too sick to pursue their former livelihoods, and an annual award to be given to grassroots activists within India, fighting remarkable struggles for environmental and human health against corporations.

Some of the important battles fought by the BGPMSKS

1986: Successful demonstration and sit-in for 3 months before the State Secretariat for jobs to be given to gas-affected women. Women were given piece-rate jobs of stationery production.

1987: Successful sit-in and demonstration before the State Secretariat for jobs with monthly salary instead of piece-rate jobs. Women appointed on salaries in the Government Printing Press.

1989: Sit-in and demonstration before the State Secretariat. March on foot by 100 women and 25 children [many too small to walk and carried by their mothers] to New Delhi to present a petition to the Prime Minister, covering a distance of 750 kilometers.

1990: Legal action initiated against the government in the State High Court.

1992: Peace rallies and demonstrations against communal riots.

2001: Public raids on hospital medicine stores to expose pilferage and wastage of medicines meant for victims of the disaster. Storming of Dow Chemical’s Indian headquarters in Mumbai (Bombay) on February 28th.

2002: Storming of Dow Chemical’s office in Bombay on April 5. Sit-in and hunger strike[19 days] in summer in New Delhi. Followed by a month long relay hunger strike in front of the abandoned Union Carbide factory in Bhopal. Launch of ‘Jhadoo Maaro Dow Ko’ (‘Hit Dow with a broom’ : In India hitting with a broom is one of the worst forms of insult and in this case also signifies the clean-up demand), campaign worldwide with personal deliveries of brooms to Dow officials worldwide including Belgium, Italy and Switzerland. Direct action for containment of toxic waste from the abandoned factory site on November 25th. 

2003: Return of toxic waste from Bhopal to various Dow facilities in Europe including Netherlands, Switzerland and Mumbai in India on 18th anniversary. 

Rashida Bee 

President

Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Stationery Karmchari Sangh 

Rashida is 46 years old and has lost five gas-exposed members of her family to cancers. Left permanently semi-blind by Carbide’s gases, she leads one of the most active survivors’ organisations, Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Stationery Karmachari Sangh (BGPMSKS). She suffers from psychiatric problems and is on continuous medication despite which she has been on several hunger-strikes over the past 18 years. In Bhopal, she is legendary for having once led over hundred women from her organisation and children on a month-long march (see www.bhopal.net/longwalktodelhi.html) to India’s capital city, New Delhi, to present a petition to the Prime Minister demanding their rightful wages. Starting on June 1st 1989 in the middle of a brutal Indian summer they covered a distance of 750 kms (468.75 miles) on foot. They walked, day after day, through the heat, often thirsty, sleeping at night in forests full of snakes and scorpions and animals as hungry as they were. (http://www.bhopal.net/longwalktodelhi.html)

More recently, in October 2002 as a leading member of the International Campaign for Justice in Bhopal, she went to Italy and Belgium to deliver brooms to Dow officials and in January 2003 to Netherlands to return tons of solid toxic waste from Carbide’s abandoned factory site to its new owner Dow Chemical which has till date refused to clean-up its mess in Bhopal. 

In April 2004, Rashida was honored with the prestigious Goldman Environmental Prize. She has ignited the international campaign to seek justice for disaster survivors. Her courage and tenacity have galvanized the grassroots in India and abroad. In the process, she has drawn low-income, illiterate women like themselves from the margins of society to the center of a closely watched showdown whose endgame is to hold Union Carbide and Dow Chemical accountable for the gas leak and its deadly legacy.
Champa Devi Shukla 

Secretary

Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Stationery Karmchari Sangh
Champa Devi, aged 50, was born in a working class family. Her father was a miller in the Gun-Carriage Factory in Jabalpur, Madhya Pradesh. She has always been poor. At age 13 [8th standard] she helped write a musical about what would happen if women did the things men do and vice versa. She studied till the 10th standard [and is among the 3-4 in the organisation who can write a letter], and then had to drop out of school because the family could not afford to pay for her education. At 18, she became a teacher in a nursery school. Married at a very young age she had to support her family through sewing jobs. 

She moved with her husband to Bhopal in 1972 and settled in Rishaldar colony, a community 0.5 kms from the Union Carbide factory. For 7 years she was a factory worker. She and her entire family, including her husband, 3 sons and 2 daughters were severely exposed to Carbide’s gases in 1984. She could no longer work in the factory. Husband used to be confined to bed and finally died of cancer of the urinary bladder. 

In January 2001 her grand daughter was born with a cleft lip and missing palate. One of the most active members of her organisation, she has been a leading participant in all the protest actions including the month long march to New Delhi in June 1989. More recently, in October 2002 she went to Switzerland as a member of the International Campaign for Justice in Bhopal, to present Indian brooms to Dow officials to send home the message that the company needs to clean-up its mess in Bhopal.
In April 2004, along with Rashida, Champa was honored with the prestigious Goldman Environmental Prize. 
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