Eighteen years is a long time to wait. The people of Bhopal, India, know this all too well, as many of them have been able to do little else since the tragedy that poisoned their health, ruined their environment, and stole thousands of lives. Eighteen years ago, on the night of December 2nd and 3rd, 1984, a Union Carbide plant in Bhopal released more than 40 tons of methyl isocyanate, a horribly deadly gas, into the prevailing winds. The plant’s safety systems—all six of them—were inoperative, and the gas quickly spread throughout the city. Choking and gagging on the gas, people soon began to die. At least 3,000 people died the first night, although the figure is probably far higher: there were simply too many bodies for the authorities to count. An estimated 20,000 people have died due to their exposure thus far, and some 120,000-150,000 remain permanently crippled with such debilitating ailments as blindness, extreme difficulty in breathing, gynecological disorders and stomach problems. By almost any measure, the Bhopal disaster ranks as the world’s worst industrial tragedy.

Unfortunately, the survivors are still waiting for justice, even after the passage of eighteen years. The site of the accident has never been properly cleaned up; contamination from the abandoned plant continues to poison Bhopal’s residents further each day, and presents a formidable threat to infants and the unborn. 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, and dangerous compounds were found 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.

Although Union Carbide settled with the Indian government for $470 million in 1989, this settlement didn’t resolve the company’s environmental or criminal liability for the accident. When the Michigan-based Dow Corporation purchased Union Carbide in 2001, therefore, substantial liability remained. 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. Dow itself has acknowledged this principle, as it settled some of Union Carbide’s asbestos liabilities recently for the sum of $2.2 billion. However the company has steadfastly refused to clean up the site, provide safe drinking water, compensate the victims, or disclose the composition of the gas leak, information that could potentially save many lives. 

Dow isn’t only resisting cleanups abroad; it’s resisting them at home. In Michigan, Dow has tried to avoid 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, infant death, and endocrine disruption. Despite the danger, Dow has used the Tittabawassee River as its dioxin dumping ground over the years. Disturbing quantities have been released into the Tittabawassee, which eventually merges with the Saginaw River and Saginaw Bay. The 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.

Over the coming week, students from the Justice for Bhopal group have organized several events designed to call attention to the Midland and Bhopal contamination and to pressure Dow Chemical into assuming its lawful and moral responsibility. On Sunday, March 30th, “Exposure: Portrait of a Corporate Crime—A Photo Exhibit by Raghu Rai” opens at the Pierpont Commons Piano Lounge on North Campus. The exhibit, which will be open until April 12th, features compelling pictures from Bhopal, taken the day after the accident. On Saturday, April 5th, the Ecology Center and several campus groups will be co-sponsoring the conference “Indecent Acts—Demanding Corporate Accountability.” The conference will focus on Dow Chemical’s impact on the environment and human health, and will offer a number of workshops and organizing trainings. On Sunday, April 6th, Justice for Bhopal will host a “Run for Your Life!” 3K race for human rights and corporate decency. The race is designed to recreate the Bhopal disaster here in Ann Arbor, and to call attention to the University’s continuing association with Dow Chemical. All three events are free and open to the public; more information can be found at www.umich.edu/~bhopal/. We invite everyone to participate in these events, in the belief that, together, we will be successful in our fight for justice.

