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Delhi’s Bhopal

The recent gas leaks in Delhi, which have k ille d  tw o 
persons and in jured  several hundred  o thers , are y e t  
more grim  rem inders o f  the dangers p o sed  b y  chem ical 
industries all over Ind ia . A n d  once again the sord id  
pa ttern  o f  the Bhopal tragedy has been revealed : the  
u tter lack o f  social responsib ility  o f  som e industria lis ts , 
the ind ifference o f  the authorities to public  sa fe ty ,  
and the absence o f  em ergency sa fe ty  and  h e a tty  health  
m easures in the wake o f  the disaster.

ON No v em b e r  21st,  an as-yet un ident i f i ed  in d u s 
trialist  d u m p e d  t w o  cyl inder s o f  ch lo r i ne  in to  
the H in d o n  C u t  Ca n a l  in East  Delhi ,  Dear the  

U.P.  townsh ip  o f  N O I D A .  T he c y l i n d e r s  leaked and  
wrough t  havoc in the  nearby colony  o f  po o r  
labourer s ,  N ew  A s h o k  Nagar -one  per son  was  killed 
a n d  over  150 in ju ied .

On  December  4, an  o leum tank  at  the  We s t  Delhi  
chemical  p lant  o f  S r i r a m  F ood s  and  Fer t i l i ze r  I n d u s t 
ries (SFFI )  col l apsed ,  le t t ing loose tons o f  ac id  which  
reacted  with wafe r  to fo rm  a dense c loud o f s u l p h u r i c  
acid mist ,  su lp hu r  d ioxide  and sulphur  t r ioxide.  This  
dangerous  c loud t r avel led literally a long th e  g r o u nd  
for  a d is t ance o f  ov e r  ten km.  causing severe  d i s c o m 
for t  and  pan i c  a m o n g  tens o f  tho usa nds  o f  people.  
Over  seven h u n d r e d  people were  h o s p i t a l z e d ,  o n e  o f  
w h o m  died two  d a y s  later.  The  long- term hea l th  
consequences  o n  the  peop le  severely exposed  t h a t  day  
a r e  as yet n o t  fully kn ow n they cou ld  r a n g e  f rom  
m od era te  r ed uc t ion  in lung capac i ty to  i r rever sible 
fibrosis.

Ne i t he r  o f  the  tw o  leaks really ca m e  as a surp r i se  
to  those w h o  h ad  been obsei v na  the s i t ua t i on  for 
some t ime.  T h e  N O I D A  indust ria l  e s t a t e  is kn ow n 
to  con ta in  several  d an g e r o u s  chemical  un i t s ,  m a n y  of  
them unl icensed.  Sa fe ty  measures  in these uni t s  a re  
tho r ough ly  in a d eq ua te ,  a n d  they of t en  d u m p  the ir  
chemical  wastes  o n to  open land.  Al legedly th e  U.P.  
Sta te  Pol lut ion C o n t r o l  Board  Ik s to d a t e  no t  
th o r ou g h ly  inspected eve;, one o f  these f ac tor i es .  
Indeed ,  it m us t  be r ecogn ized that  the G o v e r n m e n t  o f  
U  P. is equ a l ly  to b la m e  for  this s i tuat ion a l o n g  with 
the  ind iv idual  indust r ia l is t s— the lat ter ,  being small-  
scale,  may have  li t t le real  economic choice as f a r  as 
pol lu t ion  ch ec k i ng  me as ur es  are conce rn ed .  In such 
a case  it is th e  G o v e r n m e n t ' s  responsibi ty  to ensure 
inst a l l at ion o f  economica l ly  feasible m e asu res ,  such as 
c o m m o n  t r e a t m e n t  plants .  The inc iden t  o f  N o v e m b e r  
is thus  no t  ent i r e ly  unexpec ted,  even t h o u g h  the  
c i rcums tances  u n d e r  whic h  it occured  a re  as yet  
unclea r .

T h e  same appl i es ,  in a much  s t r onger  way ,  to  the 
S F F I  leak.  D e c e m b e r  4 was  by no m e an s  the  first 
t ime gas l e ake d  f ro m  this  44 ye a r  old ind us t r i a l  
complex .  Re s id en t s  o f  several  colonies n e a r  by have

for  some  yea r s  been co m pl a i n in g  a b q ° 1‘~‘J~ ~ :n : i t at ing  
smell  o f  gas  a n d  h av e  f r eq uen t l y  repd»> t i d i s c h a r 
ges f rom  the  S F F I .  On  D e c e m b e r  l&c. >82, for ty  
schoo l -ch i ld ren  fell s ick a n d  som e  los t  consciousness ,  
o n  inha l ing  chlo r ine  gas  n e a r  the  f ac to ry .  On  S ep te m 
ber ,  10, 1985 a leak f rom  the  su lp h u r ic  acid p la n t  
(most  p r ob ab ly  o f  su lp h ur d i ox id e )  affected h u n d r e d s  
o f  ne a r by  residents .  O th e r  m in o r  l eaks  have  been 
frequent ly  r e p o r t e d ,  a n d  even tw o  days  af te r  t h e  
D ec em be r  4 inc iden t  the re  was a leak f ro m  the 
su lphur ic  ac id  p lan t .

Like a t  N O I D A ,  the re fo re,  the SFFI  leak was  by 
no mean s  a  su rpr i se .  But  in its case the  c i rcums tances  
are fairly c l ea r;  the SF F I  p la n t  is k n o w n  to have 
awful  sa fe ty me asures  a n d  main tenance .  This  has  
been r ep ea t ed ly  po in te d  o u t  by w or ke r s  o f  SFFI  
(m emb ers  o f  the  L okah i t  Congress  Union) ,  by i n d e 
pen den t  env i ronmenta l i s t s ,  by G o v e r n m e n t  r epor t s ,  
a n d  even by S F F I ’s in te rna l  no tes  (see box “ some  
inc r i min a t ing  l e t te r s” ) Being the  k ind  o f  g iant  
p rof i t—m a k in g  C o m p a n y  t h a t  is, in this case,  as 
p e rh ap s  di f fe ren t  f rom  the N O I D A  case ,  the  r e s po n 
sibility fo r  the  t r ah e d y  lies square ly on  SFFI .  F o r  
it h ad  th e  ec ono mi c  means ,  and  the expert ise ,  to 
minimise h a z a r d s  in its f ac to ry ,  ye t  d id  n o t  bo the r  
to even inves t iga te  sa fe ty cond i t ions  till the g o v e r n 
ment  s t a r t ed  p r essu r s ing  it.

T w o t eams  o f  exper t s  com miss ioned  by Delh i  
A d mi n i s t r a t io n  a nd  o ne  t e am  set up  by  the  pet i t ione r  
in the S u p r e m e  C o u r t  case ag an i s t  S F F I ,  have  all 
s t rongly ind ic a t ed  the SFFI  m a n ag e m en t  fo r  ut t er ly  
inadequa te  safety measures  (see box ‘w h a t  the  exper ts  
say” ) They  hn.ve pointed ou t  tha t  in the  event  o f  a 
m a jo r  l eakage  o f  ch lor ine  f ro m  S F F l ’s caus t i c  soda-  
chlor ine  un i t ,  tens  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  peop le  in Delhi  
could  be b ad l y  affected.

The  a t ro c i ou s  sa fe ty  r ecord  o f  S F F I  is a t e st imony 
to the  k ind o f  negl igence sho w n  by  its m a n a g e m e n t  
and  its owners .  Rut they a re  by no m e an s  the  sole 
culpri ts;  a ce r t a in  degree  o f  negl igence has been 
shown by v: n o u s  G o v e r n m e n t  agencies  too,  as in 
the  N O I D A  case.  It is, a f t e r  all,  t he  G o v e r n m e n t  
fin this  case  the U ni on  G o v e r n m e n t  ;<s well as the 
Delhi  Ad mi n i s t r a t io n)  which  is u l t imate ly  r esponsible 
for the hea l th  a n d  sa fe ty  o f  ci tizens,  espec ally if  it has  
a l lowed  the  se t t ing  u p  o f  o r  con t inued  f un c t i on in g  o f  
a h a z a r d o u s  in du s t ry  in the  mids t  o f  densely p o p u l a 
ted areas.  Yet .  ba r r i ng  a  few no tab ly  except ional  
steps:  and  despi te  k no w led ge  o f  the  da nge rs  o f  S F F I  
and  N O I D A ’s h a z a r d o u s  uni ts  the G o v e r n m e n t  did 
no t  act  to e l imina te  these dangers .

M o r e  specifically,  one  can p inpo in t  some  agencies 
or  officials w h o  a re  r espons ible  for  n o t  d ischarging 
their  du ty  p r op er l y .  U n d e r  the  Fa c t o r i e s  A c t  f948 
and the D e l h i  F a c t o r i e s  Ru les  1950, an Inspec tor  of
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Some Incriminating Letters
These two  in te rna l  notes  o f  S F F I  spe ak  f o r  t h e 

mselves.

1. Ref.  P H / W - 1 /8 5 .  D a t e :  9-5 ‘85. F r o m :  P la n t  
S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  P o w e r  House.  To:  P lan t  S u p e r i n 
t e n de n t  S u p e r p h o s p h a te

‘‘Sub  :— Pollution o f  W ater in R eservo irs”

“ A t  7.30 A M  on  8-5-‘85 the  cana l  w a t e r  f lowing 
to the r ese rvoi r s  was  found to be highly ac id ic  d ue  
to  ove rf lowing  o f  acidic effluent f rom  y o u r  p lant .  
As a r e su l t  t he  r a w  w a te r  qual i ty  in R e se r v o i r  No.
2, 3, a n d  4 has  bad l y  de ter iora ted wi th  its P H  value 
going d o w n  to  4 uni ts .

Su ch  highly ac idic  w a te r  is very d a m a g i n g  b o th  
to the  p lant  e q u i p m e n t  as well as to boilers.  Lven 
the  Cau s t i c  So da  P lan t  Water  system is get t ing  co r r o 
ded.

Y o u  m a y  please ensure tha t  co m pl e t e ly  f o o l p r o o f  
steps a r e  t a k en  to  avoid  such c o n t a m i n a t i o n  in 
fu tu re  as such in c i de n t s  a re  r epeat ing f ro m  t ime to 
t im e’'.

2. R e f :  A L K / G - 2 4 .  D a t e :  04-05-1984.
F r o m  : Alkal i  D iv is ion  M an age r  Vijay M e h t a  
To : P lan t  S up er i n te nde n t s  o f  S .P .B. ,  H .T .H . ,  
C au s t i c  So d a  plants .

“ Ce n t r a l  Effluent  Boa rd  may  be t a k i n g  r a n d o m  
samples  o f  N a j a f g a r h  Nul lah  o n  7th & 8th 
ins t an t .  Please mak e  sure th a t  you  d o  n o t  d r a in  
an y t h i ng  ob jec t ionable  on  these da t e s” .

F ac to r i e s  is a p po i n t ed  who  is su pp ose d  to ensure  
t h a t  all indus t r i a l  uni ts  in Delhi  com pl y  w i t h  rules  
concern ing l a bour ,  env i ronm enta l  safe ty ,  a n d  work ing  
con d i t ions  R e co r d s  o f  the Fac to r i e s  Inspec to r ,  
De lh i  Ad mi n i s t r a t io n ,  reveal  th a t  pe r iod ic  checks  o f  
SFF!  h a d  un e a r th e d  several  specific v io la t ions o f  the  
rules  in the  last few years.  W h a t  is s ignif icant ,  h o w 
ever,  is t h a t  t h o u g h  the  last inspect ion o f  the  su lp hu r i c  
ac id  p lant ,  on  28th May ,  1985 revealed several  v io la 
t ions,  i t  d id  no t  expose the  dangerous ly  w e a k e n e d  
su p p o r t  s t r u c t u re  o f  the  oleum ta nk  w hi ch  co l l apsed  
on D e c e m b e r  4th.  A  tho ro ug h  ins pec t ion  was  
ev iden t ly  no t  un d er t a k en .

Similar ly ,  the Ce n t ra l  Pol lut ion C o n t r o l  B o a rd  is 
suppo sed  to  ensure  th a t  an ind us t ry ’s ; ir a n d  w a te r  
emiss ions  d o  n o t  exceed  permissible limits.  T h e  Board  
has  been pur su i ng  this  issue with S F F I  for  several  
years.  But  despi te  know ledg e  o f  co n t in u e d  viola t ion 
o f  i t^  s t a n d a r d s ,  as i n d x a t e d  by records  o f  emiss ion 
meas  u r em e n t s  it has  ca rr ied out  by the  c o r r e s p o n 
dence  be tween it a nd  SFFI,  it did not use its p o w e r  to 
co mply .  It on ly  r epeatedly  th r ea te n e d  to  w i t hd r aw

its cons en t  o rde r .  Interes t ingly,  w he n  K a l p a v r i k s h  
membe rs  h a d  ta lked to  the  B o a r d ’s officials in 
O c t o b e r  1985, the  la t t er  expl ici t ly s t a t ed t h a t  b a r r in g  
S F F I ’s vanaspa t i  uni t ,  all its uni ts  were co m p ly in g  wi th  
the  set s t a n d a r d s .  The real t r u t h  has  co m e  o u t  only 
now  when  th e  S u p re m e  C o u r t  di r ec ted  the  B o a r d  to 
furni sh  all d o c u m e n ts  rela t ing to SF F I .  In this 
connect ion  the internal  no te  o f  S F F I  (see b o x  ‘som e  
inc r imina t ing  l e t t e r s ’) ab ou t  the im pe n d in g  visi t  o f  
the Bo ard  also indicate a degree  o f  com pl i c i ty  on 
p a r t  o f  the  Boa rd  o r  o f  so me on e  in?ide it, t h o u gh  
the Board  has  den ied  this.

The U n io n  G o v e r n m e n t  too is to  b lame .  One 
inst ance o f  this th a t  the fact tha t  the U n io n  Min i s t e r  
o f  Chemica i s  a nd  Fer t i l i sers ,  V eer en dra  Pa t i l ,  in a 
Lok  Sab ha  d iscuss ion  on S F F F s  ch l o r ine  u n i t  in 
M a rc h  1985, f lat ly  r ejected the d e m a n d  by  tw o  M P ’s 
to shi f t  t he  un i t  despi te  r ecen t r ep or t s  by a  Brit ish 
chemical  expert  D.  H.  Sla te r  and  by the the n  S ec re ta ry  
(Labour ) ,  Delhi  A dm in i s t r a t ion ,  N i t a  Bali ,  b o t h  o f  
wh om explici t ly r e c o m m en de d  shi f t ing o f  the  ch l o r i ne  
uni t .  Pati l  vague ly  stated tha t  the licence o f  a f a c to ry ,  
once given,  was  no t  so easy to revoke.  Th is  so und s  
s tr ikingly s imilar  to  the s ta t ement ,  m a d e  in the 
M a d h y a  P ra de sh  Vidhan  Sab ha  be fo r e  the  B hp o a l  
Tragedy ,  th a t  the  Unio n  C arb id e  p l a n t  was n o t  a 
mere  ‘s t o n e ’ t h a t  it cou ld  be t r ans lo ca ted .

Ye t  a n o t h e r  f acet  of  the negl igence o f  the  a u t h o 
rities is the  to ta l  absence o f  an em er ge n c y  sa fe ty and  
evacu a t io n  s t ra t egy  for  those l iving a r o u n d  S F F I ,  o r  
in a n d  nea r  N O I D A ’s indust r ia l  belt. Such  a s t r a t egy  
requires  t h a t  the  su r rou nd in g  p o p u la t i o n  be  fuiiy 
a w a r e  o f  the  potent ia l  ha z a r d s  o f  a f ac to ry ,  a n d  o f  how  
to r eact  in case o f  an emergen cy  like the  one c r e a t e d  
on De c em be r  4th.  It also r equires  t h a t  al l  l ocal  
hospi t als ,  pol ice s ta t ions ,  fire b r igades ,  a nd  o t h e r  such 
essential  serviee agencies know how  to r ea c t .  T ha t  
there is no such st r at egy was  amp ly  d e m o n s t r a t e d  by 
the total  chaos  a nd  panic which fol lowed the  D ec em be r  
4th leak: ma ny  hospi tals  d i d n ’t know w h a t  l ine ol 
t r e a tm e n t  wo u ld  be mos t  effective, the  fire b r ig ad t  
was m is in f o r m e d  ab o u t  how to stem the  l eak  (the] 
sp rayed  w a te r  on  o leum,  which on ly  r e a c te d  an" 
aggrava ted  the s i tuat ion) ;  the  traffic pol ice was  
th r o w n  in to  tota l  di sa r ray;  All Ind ia  R a d i o b r o a d c a s t  
appe a l ing  f o r  ca lm cam e  only 2 hour s  a f t e r  t h e  leak,  
a nd  so on.  In the  N O I D A  leak case the  s i tua t io n  was 
some wh a t  be t t e r — victims were qu ick ly  r u s h e d  to 
hosp i t a l s  by an a l er t  ..nd efficient pol ice pa r ty ,  b u t  the  
sub se que n t  hospi tal  t r e a tm e n t  was  terr ible ,  a n d  the 
apa thy  o f  officials to the con t i n ue d  p l igh t  o f  the  
vict ims shamefu l .

A p a r t  f rom some  officials o f  the Cen t ra l  P o l l u t i o n  
Con t ro l  Bo' ' rd  and the Inspec tora te  o f  Fac to r i e s ,  Delhi ,  
who  con d u c te d  som e  hoiy-st s tudies ,  the  on ly  G o v e r n 
ment  officials w h o  to ok  bold s teps r e g a rd in g  SF F I  
is the f o r m e r  Secre ta ry  (La bou r ) ,  Delh i  A d m i n i s t r a 
t ion,  Miss N i t a  Bali.  She highl gh ted  the  d a n g e r s  
posed by S F F I  in Ch lo rine U n i t  way  back  in M a r c h  
*1985, based on  a  s tudy  in F e b r u a r y  by M r .  S la t e r ,  an 
expert  (See box o n  “ W h a t  the  exper t s  s a y ” ). In dee d ,


