
         Environmental Issues Commission

April 4, 2003

President Coleman,

On March 17, 2003, the Michigan Student Assembly passed the enclosed resolution, which calls on the University of Michigan do two things: to publicly request that the Dow Chemical Corporation clean up the contamination in Bhopal, India, and in Midland, Michigan, for which it is responsible; and, to refuse any donations from Dow or its foundations that exceed what the company spends to clean up the Bhopal site on an annual basis. In addition, the Assembly asked its Environmental Issues Commission to voice these concerns to the administration.  In passing this resolution, the Assembly has added its voice to those of twenty-seven student organizations, 475 students and community members, and five University professors, all of whom have signed statements of support for University action on this issue.

The Bhopal disaster was the worst industrial tragedy in human history. On the night of Dec. 2nd and 3rd, 1984, a Union Carbide pesticide plant in Bhopal, India, began leaking 40 tons of the deadly gas methyl isocyanate. None of the six safety systems designed to contain such a leak were operational, and the gas spread throughout the city of Bhopal. No less than half a million people were exposed to the gas and 20,000 have died to date as a result of their exposure. Unfortunately, more than 120,000 people still suffer from ailments caused by the accident and the subsequent pollution at the plant site. These ailments include blindness, extreme difficulty in breathing, and gynecological disorders. In 1989, Union Carbide reached a settlement with the Indian government for $470 million. Although this settlement did address compensation issues, it did not absolve the corporation of its environmental and criminal liability for the accident. Indeed, lawsuits are proceeding in both India and New York concerning the Bhopal tragedy and its aftermath.

The site has never been properly cleaned up and it continues to poison the residents of Bhopal. Local groundwater and wellwater testing near the site of the accident, conducted in 1999, revealed mercury at levels between 20,000 and 6 million times those expected. Cancer and brain-damage- and birth-defect-causing chemicals were also found in the water; trichloroethene, a chemical that has been shown to impair fetal development, was found at levels 50 times higher than EPA safety limits. Testing published in a 2002 report revealed poisons such as 1,3,5 trichlorobenzene, dichloromethane, chloroform, lead and mercury in the breast milk of nursing women. Clearly, the Bhopal tragedy wasn’t an event; instead, it’s an ongoing saga, as accident victims and the newly-arrived and -born alike are poisoned by the contamination that Union Carbide left behind.

In 2001, Michigan-based chemical corporation Dow Chemical purchased Union Carbide. As the transaction was an outright purchase, and not a merger, corporate law is clear: all of Union Carbide’s liabilities, in addition to its assets, were transferred to Dow Chemical. Although Dow Chemical’s annual revenues exceed $28 billion, the company has said that it is not liable for the contamination in Bhopal, and it has steadfastly refused to clean up the site, provide safe drinking water, or disclose the composition of the gas leak, information that doctors could use to properly treat the accident victims.

Dow has also resisted cleaning up its dioxin contamination of the Tittabawassee River and floodplain to existing state standards. Dioxin is an exceedingly toxic byproduct of chemical production processes, and has been linked to cancer, birth defects, and endocrine disruption. Dioxin may adversely impact human metabolism, and has been linked to cardiovascular disease, hypertension, miscarriage, infant death, soft tissue sarcoma, chloracne, and other conditions. Background levels of dioxin exposure in children have also been associated with decreased learning ability, increased susceptibility to infections, and thyroid and liver function disorders. 

Despite the incredible toxicity of this chemical, Dow has used the Tittabawassee River as its dumping ground for this dangerous chemical; over the years, the company headquarters in Midland, Michigan, has released disturbing quantities of the chemical into the river, which eventually merges with the Saginaw River and Saginaw Bay. The Tittabawassee River’s occasional flooding has spread its dioxin burden throughout the floodplain, where it has contaminated shops, streets, and residential areas. Soil testing conducted in 1998 revealed that dioxin concentrations at the Dow plant site were as high as 17,030 parts per trillion; a high of 7,261 ppt was found in Tittabawassee River sediments. The Michigan state cleanup standard is 90 ppt, but Dow has resisted calls that it meet the standard, instead proposing to raise the standard itself by a factor of nine. This proposal, officially supported by the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality but favored by few of its employees and condemned by the EPA and many environmental groups, was declared “illegal” by the Assistant Attorney General of Michigan, Robert Reichel. Under increasing scrutiny, the proposed order fell apart in December, but it remains unclear whether Dow intends to meet the state standard of 90 ppt, or whether it will continue to hesitate and delay.

Dow’s refusal to face up to its liabilities in Bhopal and Midland and to remediate pollution for which it is responsible isn’t only unjust; it’s reckless, dangerous, and inhumane. Ten to fifteen people die each month in Bhopal; the site remains contaminated and will likely continue to poison people until Dow Chemical decides to clean up the contamination.
Dow’s behavior is only a part of a larger history of environmental degradation and destruction. Dow is named as a Potentially Responsible Party (PRP) under federal or state Superfund laws at 24 different sites throughout the nation. Before it was banned in 1973, Dow produced the dangerous chemical DDT; Dow was also a manufacturer of Agent Orange (2,4,5-T and 2,4-D) prior to and during the Vietnam War. The EPA fined Dow $732,000 in 1995 for failing to disclose reports that its chemical, Dursban, posed a dangerous health threat; one of these threats was neurological damage in children. And although the United States banned the pesticide Dibromochloropropane (DBCP) in 1978 after it was linked to sterilization and cancer, Dow, among others, has continued to export the toxin to newly industrializing countries. No less than twenty-five thousand farm workers in Costa Rica and other countries filed suit against Dow, claiming that DBCP’s use in banana crops had led to their sterility; in 1997, Dow was forced to settle the suit for $41.7 million.
Given Dow’s awful environmental history, it’s fair to ask whether the University should associate itself with the company. More Indian-American students attend the University of Michigan than any other university in the United States; fully half of the students attending the University are Michigan residents. Approximately 530 of these students hail from the three counties downriver from the Dow facility. Given this, it seems likely that Dow’s pollution has poisoned at least a few University students with its contamination. The University should publicly call on Dow to end the health threat and clean up the Bhopal and Tittabawassee pollution.

As of 2000, the University had accepted more than $10 million in direct contributions from the Dow Chemical Company. These contributions have funded buildings, endowed professorships, schools, departments, programs, lecture series, scholarships, and a summer school for chemical engineering faculty. Although these contributions may be worthwhile, it would be unjust for the University to continue to accept them, so long as Dow Chemical refuses to spend any money to clean up its contamination in Bhopal and the Tittabawassee floodplain. In accepting money from Dow, we become accomplices in its decision not to address its own pollution, and therefore partly responsible for the environmental and health consequences that result. The least that Dow Chemical can do is to spend as much money cleaning up the Bhopal site as it donates to the University of Michigan on an annual basis, and we call on Dow to do so. We ask that you join with us in demanding this measure of corporate responsibility.
Enclosed you’ll find a summary of some of Dow’s connections to the University; undoubtedly, more exist. We ask that these ties be re-examined, and, if possible, discontinued. The University’s policy toward Dow should reflect its poor environmental history and the wishes of the student body. We ask that you discuss Dow’s role at the University and consider a University-wide re-evaluation of the company’s role. The situation in Bhopal is grave, and it would be a tremendous injustice for the University to continue accepting money that should be spent to remediate the terrible pollution in Bhopal. We would be more than happy to meet with you and answer any questions that you may have; please feel free to contact us at your convenience. 

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Alan Talhelm, EIC co-chair




Tim Reynolds, EIC co-chair

Ryan Bodanyi, Justice for Bhopal
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