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Bhopal: Thirty Years Later
No Relief Still for Gas Plant Disaster Victims

By RICHARD SPRINGER
India-West Staff Reporter

RICHARD Rahul Verma, Presi-
dent Barack Obama’s nomi-

nee as the next ambassador to 
India, sailed smoothly through 
his confi rmation hearing before 
the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee Dec. 2, as senators em-
phasized the critical importance 
of the diplomatic post in the 21st 
Century and praised the Indian 
American nominee’s background 
and qualifi cations.

Foreign Relations Commit-
tee outgoing chairman Robert 
Menendez, D-N.J., said Verma’s 
appointment, if approved by the 
full Senate, would come “at a criti-

File photo of Richard Verma (right) in conversation with the late Richard Holbrooke, U.S. special representative for 

Afghanistan and Pakistan, at a Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing on Capitol Hill, in Washington, D.C., on 

July 14, 2010. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)

Smooth Hearing for Envoy Nominee Richard Verma

By SUNITA SOHRABJI
India-West Staff Reporter

THIRTY years after an estimat-
ed 4,000 people were killed 

in Bhopal, India, in the world’s 
most horrifi c industrial disaster, 
residents of the area are still suf-
fering, said community activists 
who commemorated the tragedy 
throughout the week beginning 
Dec. 1.

“The issue still persists,” said 
Jayshree Chander, an Indian 
American San Francisco, Calif., 
physician who has spent time vol-
unteering at a clinic for survivors 
of the incident, which occurred on 
the night of Dec. 3, 1984 as methyl 
isocynate gas leaked out from the 
chemical factory owned by the 
Union Carbide Corporation. (See 
other Bhopal stories inside.) 

Chander told India-West that 

Bhopal Gas disaster victim Barkat Ali (center) holds a photograph of his daughter who was killed in the disaster dur-

ing a commemoration rally in Bhopal on Dec. 1, 2014. The protest commemorated the 30th anniversary of the world’s 

worst industrial disaster when gas leaked from a pesticides plant owned by the U.S. multinational Union Carbide, and 

killed about 4,000 people on the night of Dec. 3, 1984. The death toll over the next few years rose to 15,000, according 

to government estimates. Union Carbide is now owned by Dow Chemicals. (Indranil Mukherjee/AFP/Getty Images)
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Union Carbide abandoned the fac-
tory soon after the deadly leak and 
did nothing to clean up its mess, 
allowing toxic chemicals to seep 
into the city’s groundwater supply. 
No concerted efforts have been 
made to clean up toxic waste from 
the factory, which has poisoned 
groundwater in a 3.5 kilometer 
radius around the now-shuttered 
plant. Union Carbide became a 
subsidiary of Dow Chemicals in 
2001.

“The global community has not 
held corporations accountable for 
their actions,” stated Chander, 
adding that a 1989 out-of-court 
settlement of $470 million allot-
ted only $500 to families of those 
killed by the disaster and $200 to 
the injured.

“Adequate compensation was 
not delivered,” she asserted.

A new Narendra Modi-led gov-
ernment will prioritize bringing 
in foreign investors, perhaps over 
and above the health and safety 
of India’s residents, speculated 
Chander.

The Indian government esti-
mates that 558,000 people have 
been victimized by the incident. 
In 2012, the government pledged 
$4.5 million to a German company 
to remove 350 metric tons of toxic 
waste from the site; the work has 
not yet begun.

A second-generation of chil-
dren born near the facility have 

A Bhopal Gas disaster survivor holds a placard during a protest rally in Bhopal on Dec. 2. (Getty Images)
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Bhopal: 30 Years Later

No Relief Still for Bhopal Gas Plant Disaster Victims

a higher incidence of congenital 
birth defects, according to Chan-
der. “We don’t know how many 
generations will be affected,” she 
told India-West.

Chander, the founder of Beyond 
Holistic, is heading up week-long 
efforts throughout the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area to commemorate 
the tragic disaster. In connection 
with the global movement, “We 
All Live in Bhopal,” Berkeley’s 

reputed Chaat Café is hosting a vi-
sual arts display of works inspired 
by the disaster and its victims. The 
works will be on display through 
Dec. 8.

The Bay Area commemoration 
week kicked off Dec. 2 with a 
screening of “Bhopali” — a docu-
mentary focusing on survivors of 
the deathly gas leak – at the UC 
Berkeley campus. The evening 
featured a question and answer 

session with “Bhopali” director 
Max Carlson.

On Dec. 4, Boston Commons 
Asset Management was scheduled 
to host a noon luncheon in San 
Francisco on corporate respon-
sibility and socially responsible 
investing. Additional fi lm screen-
ings and panel discussions were to 
be held on campus on Dec. 6 and 
7. Rahul Verma’s play, “Bhopal,” is 
being staged through Dec. 14, in 

conjunction with the event.
In Texas, a group of Aid-India 

volunteer students were sched-
uled to stage their annual “die-in” 
Dec. 3 on the University of Texas, 
Austin campus. Participants at the 
“die-in” — which has been held 
since 2001 – shrouded their bodies 
in white shawls in remembrance 
of the dead bodies found in the 
aftermath of the disaster. As the 
event was staged, other AID-India 
volunteers talked to students 
about the disaster, asking them to 
sign a petition which exhorts UT 
president William Powers to write 
a letter to Dow Chemicals, asking 
them to claim corporate respon-
sibility in the Bhopal disaster. A 
similar petition was sent to Pow-
ers in 2007. Parvathy Prem, one of 
the organizers of the die-in, told 
India-West that the president 
ignored the petition, and added 
that UT receives a large amount 
of grant funding from Dow to 
support its chemical engineering 
program.

After the die-in, the fi lm “Assist 
Bhopal,” produced and directed 
by Megan Dogra, a 10th grader 
in Wisconsin, was screened on 
campus.

“The people of Bhopal are 
incredibly inspiring,” said Prem. 
“There are women who come 
from incredibly conservative 
families and may have never 
stepped outside their home, who 

[Cont. on page A17]
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lost members of their family and 
are now out on the streets, fi ghting 
for their rights.”

Both Chander and Prem noted 
the theme of the international 

commemoration – “We All Live 
in Bhopal” – adding that chemi-
cal plants in the U.S. are equally 
ripe for Bhopal-like disasters. 
Last year, an ammonium nitrate 
explosion at the West Storage 

Fertilizer Facility in the town of 
West, Texas, killed 15 people and 
injured 160.

Prem – an aerospace engineer-
ing Ph.D. student at UT– told 
India-West that the facility was 
storing 1,300 times the amount 
of ammonium nitrate it had been 
licensed to hold, which should 
have triggered an investigation. 
The last inspection of the facility 
was in 1985; inspectors found fi ve 
violations, but fi ned the company 
only $30.

Last January, 300,000 residents 
in West Virginia were left without 
potable water for fi ve days after a 
chemical spill from the Freedom 
Industries factory dumped 7,500 
gallons of methylcyclohexane-
methanol into the nearby Elk 
River. More than 1,900 people 
called poison control centers in 
the area, complaining of head-
aches, dizziness, vomiting and 

gastrointestinal distress from 
drinking the polluted water. Lab 
rats died after being exposed to 
high concentrations of the chemi-
cal. The company was not fi ned, 
nor was it mandated to clean up 
its mess.

One out of every three U.S. 
residents lives within a mile of a 
high-risk chemical factory, stated 
Chander, noting there are inad-
equate protocols for preventing 
industrial disasters in the U.S.

Renu Pariyadath, a North Amer-
ican spokeswoman for the Inter-
national Campaign for Justice 
in Bhopal, told India-West that 
many events are being held to 
acknowledge the Bhopal gas plant 
disaster. Most notably, 30 people 
began a fast Dec. 3 for 30 hours to 
raise awareness of the issue.

Pariyadath became involved 
with ICJB while in India in 2012, 
doing research for her thesis 

on diaspora activism. “I had no 
idea there was such a concerted 
movement,” she said, adding that 
the structure of the organization 
allows both countries to work 
together.

Pariyadath, now a professor at 
the University of Iowa, said she 
shares the hopes of the Bhopalis, 
who expect a complete clean-up 
of the area around the plant and 
that Dow Chemical shows up in 
court for a trial.

“If there is justice in this case, 
it will set a precedent for similar 
campaigns around the world, and 
establish a greater value for hu-
man life outside the U.S.”

“This is an example of what 
happens when companies move 
into unregulated markets,” said 
Pariyadath, adding: “The cam-
paign is trying to change the 
corporate mindset of profi ts over 
people.”

[Cont. from page A14]

Bhopal Gas disaster survivor Chironjee Bai Thakur holds a photograph of 

her late husband Maharja Singh during a protest rally in Bhopal on Dec. 2. 

Protests and commemorations were held around the world to observe the 30th 

anniversary of the Bhopal tragedy. (Getty Images)

Bhopal: 30 Years Later

No Relief Still for Bhopal Gas Plant Disaster Victims

By SUNITA SOHRABJI
India-West Staff Reporter

EarthRights International, a 
U.S. organization representing 
thousands of victims of the 1984 
Bhopal gas plant disaster fi led an 
appeal Nov. 20 with the Second 
Circuit Appellate Court in New 
York to overturn a July ruling 
which absolves the Union Carbide 
Corporation of any wrongdoing 
in the world’s worst industrial 
accident.

In July, U.S. District Court 
Judge John Keenan, who has 
ruled in favor of Union Carbide in 
three previous cases related to the 
Bhopal tragedy, summated that 
the plant was built and owned and 
operated by an Indian subsidiary, 
UCIL; therefore Union Carbide 
could not be sued to clean up the 
mess. Keenan also ruled that the 
government of Madhya Pradesh 
and Union Carbide are not respon-
sible for stemming the ongoing 
contamination of groundwater.

Critically, Keenan ruled that 
Lucas John Couvaras, believed 
to be the onsite Union Carbide 
project manager at the time of the 
accident, could not be deposed. 

EarthRights Files Appeal in U.S. 
Bhopal Relief Case

Couvaras, now retired and living 
in Houston, has told EarthRights 
International that he was em-
ployed by the Union Carbide 
Corporation, not UCIL.

If Couvaras is found to be a 
Union Carbide employee, every-
thing he did at the time would 
hold Union Carbide as responsible 
for the gas plant disaster. Keenan 
has three times previously ruled 
against Bhopal plaintiffs.

Rick Herz, a spokesman for 
EarthRights International, told 
India-West he was optimistic that 
an appellate court judge would 
overturn Keenan’s July ruling. 
“The role of the court at this stage 
is not to weigh the evidence,” he 
said, adding that Keenan’s role 
was simply to determine whether 
the case could go to trial.

If the Appellate Court rules in 
favor of the plaintiffs, the case will 
go back to a lower court for trial, 
possibly by a jury.

People as far as three kilome-
ters away are still using contami-
nated water, noted Herz, adding 
that no substantive attempt to 
clean up the aquifers has been 
made in the 30 years since the 
disaster.
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