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Union Carbide Corporation and Bhopal

On December 3, 1984, tragedy unfolded at the Union
Carbide pesticide plant in Bhopal, India. Water en-
tered a large tank where a volatile chemical was
stored, starting a violent reaction. Rapidly, a se-
quence of safety procedures and devices failed. Fugi-
tive vapors sailed over plant boundaries, forming a
lethal cloud that moved with the south wind, envel-
oping slum dwellings, searing lungs and eyes, as-
phyxiating fated souls, scarring the unlucky.

Bhopal is the worst sudden industrial accident
ever in terms of human life lost. Death and injury es-
timates vary widely. The official death toll set forth
by the Indian government for that night is 5,295, with
an additional 527,894 serious injuries. Greenpeace
has put the death toll at 16,000.!

The incredible event galvanized industry critics.
“Like Auschwitz and Hiroshima,” wrote one, “the
catastrophe at Bhopal is a manifestation of something
fundamentally wrong in our stewardship of the
earth.”2 Union Carbide was debilitated and slowly
declined as a company after the incident. The gov-
emnment of India earned mixed reviews for its
response. The chemical industry changed, but ac-
cording to some, not enough. And the gas victims
endure a continuing struggle to get compensation
and medical care.®

UNION CARBIDE IN INDIA

Union Carbide established an Indian subsidiary
named Union Carbide India Ltd. (UCIL) in 1934.
At first the company owned a 60 percent majority
interest, but over the years this was reduced to 50.9 per-
cent. Shares in the ownership of the other 49.1 per-
cent traded on the Bombay Stock Exchange. This
ownership scheme was significant because although
UCIL operated with a great deal of autonomy, it
gave the appearance that Union Carbide was in con-
trol of its operations. By itself, UCIL was one of In-
dia’s largest firms. In 1984, the year of the incident, it
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had 14 plants and 9,000 employees, including 500 at
Bhopal. Most of its revenues came from selling
Eveready batteries.

Union Carbide decided to build a pesticide plant
at Bhopal in 1969. The plant formulated pesticides
from chemical ingredients imported to the site. At
that time, there was a growing demand in India and
throughout Asia for pesticides because of the “green
revolution,” a type of planned agriculture that re-
quires intensive use of pesticides and fertilizers on
special strains of food crops such as wheat, rice, and
corn. Although pesticides may be misused and pose
some risk, they also have great social value. Without
pesticides, damage to crops, losses in food storage,
and toxic mold growth in food supplies would
cause much loss of life from starvation and food
poisoning, especially in countries such as India.
Exhibit 1 shows a Union Carbide advertisement
from the 1960s that describes the company’s activi-
ties in India.

The Bhopal plant would supply these pesticides
and serve a market anticipated to expand rapidly.
The plant’s location in Bhopal was encouraged by
tax incentives from the city and the surrounding
state of Madhya Pradesh. After a few years, how-
ever, the Indian government pressured UCIL to
stop importing chemical ingredients. The company
then proposed to manufacture methyl isocyanate
(MIC) at the plant rather than ship it in from
Carbide facilities outside the country. This was a
fateful decision.

Methyl isocyanate, CH;NCO, is a colorless, odor-
less liquid. Its presence can be detected by tearing
and the burning sensation it causes in the eyes and
noses of exposed individuals. At the Bhopal plant it
was used as an intermediate chemical in pesticide
manufacture. It was not the final product; rather,
MIC molecules were created, then pumped into a
vessel where they reacted with other chemicals. The
reaction created unique molecules with qualities that
disrupted insect nervous systems, causing convul-
sions and death. The plant turned out two similar
pesticides marketed under the names Sevin and
Temik.

In 1975 UCIL received a permit from the Ministry
of Industry in New Delhi to build an MIC produc-
tion unit at the Bhopal plant. Two months before the
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Union Carbide
Advertisement
This ad
appeared

in Fortune
magazine in
April 1962.
Source: Courtesy

of Union Carbide
Corporation.

Socience helps build a new India

Oxen working the felds . .. the eternal river Ganges .. . jeweled elephants on parade. Today
these symbols of ancient India exist side by side with a new sight —moder industry. India
has developed bold new plans to build its economy and bring the promise of a bright futare
to its more than 400,000,000 people. > But India needs the technical knowledge of the
western world. For example, working with Indian engineers and technicians, Union Carbide
recently made available its vast scientific resources to help build a major chemicals and
plastics plant near Bombay. p Throughout the free world, Union Carbide has been actively
engaged in building plants for the manufacture of chemicals, plastics, carbons, gases, and
metals. The people of Union Carbide welcome the opportunity to use their knowledge and
skills in partnership with the citizens of 8o many great countries.
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WIRITE or boobiet B-3*The Exeiting Uniocrse of Union Carbide”, shich el Ao rescarch in
e elds of carbons, chemicals, gums, metnis, plasicn and wasioar encrgy hecpa bringing nes wonders into vour lfe.
Union Carbide Corporation, 270 Park Avenue, New York 17, N.Y.

issuance of this permit, the city of Bhopal had en-
acted a development plan requiring dangerous in-
dustries to relocate in an industrial zone 15 miles
away. Pursuant to the plan, M. N. Buch, the Bhopal
city administrator, tried to move the UCIL pesticide
plant and convert the site to housing and light com-

mercial use. For reasons that are unclear, his effort
failed, and Buch was soon transferred to forestry du-
ties elsewhere.

The MIC unit was based on a process design
provided by Union Carbide’s engineers in the
United States and elaborated by engineers in India.
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The design required storage of MIC in big tanks.
An alternative used at most other pesticide plants
would have been to produce small amounts of MIC
only as they were consumed in pesticide produc-
tion. The decision to use large storage tanks was
based on an optimistic projection that pesticide
sales would grow dramatically. Since an Indian law,
the Foreign Exchange Regulation Act of 1973, re-
quires foreign multinationals to share technology
and use Indian resources, detailed design work was
done by an Indian subsidiary of a British firm.
Local labor using Indian equipment and materials
built the unit.

In 1980 the MIC unit began operation under
UCIL's management. During the five years of design
and construction, densely populated shantytowns
sprang up nearby, inhabited mainly by impover-
ished, unemployed people who had left rural areas
seeking their fortunes in the city. A childlike faith that
the facility was a benevolent presence turning out
miraculous substances to make plants grow was
widespread among them.

In fact, when the MIC unit came on line the plant
began to pose higher risk to its neighbors; it now
made the basic chemicals used in pesticides rather
than using shipped-in ingredients. One step in the
manufacture of MIC, for example, creates phosgene,
the lethal “mustard gas” used in World War I. The
benighted crowd by the plant abided unaware.

In 1981 a phosgene leak killed one worker, and a
crusading Indian journalist wrote articles about dan-
gers to the population. No one acted. A year later, a
second phosgene leak forced temporary evacuation
of some surrounding neighborhoods. Worker safety
and environmental inspections of the plant were
done by the state Department of Labour, an agency
with only 15 factory inspectors to cover 8,000 plants
and a record of lax enforcement.* Oversight was not
vigorous.

Meanwhile, the Indian economy had turned
down, and stiff competition from other pesticide
firms marketing new, less expensive products re-
duced demand for Sevin and Temik. As revenues fell,
sodid the plant’s budget, and it was necessary to de-
fer some maintenance, lessen the rigor of training,
and lay off workers. By the time of the incident, the
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