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Bhopal, two years later

by Sundeep Waslekar

In December 1984, Angoori Bai
was living with her family by the
roadside in one of the shantytowns
surrounding the Union Carbide
plant at Bhopal. Her husband,
Premchand, was a labourer and the
family’s sole wage-earner. On the
night of the disaster, he was unable
to run fast enough to flee the toxic
gas; he died on this very night.
Now Angoori Bai must face the
world and.feed her three children.
Her only precious possession is a
piece of green paper — Prem-
chand’s death certificate — which
hopefully will earn her some
government assistance.

Angoori Bai’s 11-year-old son, Raju,
and other children in his neigh-
borhood have lately taken to piay-
ing a strange new game. One child
plays father, another mother,
another son, or daughter. One of
the children shrieks ‘‘Gas as gayee
hai”’ (*‘The dangerous gas has ap-
peared’’). They all leap up, reel
about, choke and fall dead.

The story of this family shows how
one industrial accident changed the
lives of more than 250,000 people
in Bhopal. The young survivors
have come to terms with fear and
have even made a place for it in
their games. That is the way of
children. But for their parents, the
accident has meant, if not death,
then unemployment, squatting,
physical deprivation and many
questions about their future for
which there seem to be no easy
answers.

Moolchand, who also lived in
Bhopal, woke up on the night of
the disaster to find his room full of
irritating gas fumes. Like thousands
of others, he ran to save his life.
And he survived — but just. The
poisonous gas had ravaged his
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Angoori Bai anc her 3 children.

body, leaving him unable to work.
His small business of scrap-trading
suffered. He could not breathe nor
cat nor even see properly. He went
to government clinics and private
doctors. His savings vanished and
his wife's jewelry had to be sold.
But his condition did not improve.
He finally died in July 1986 at the
Hamidia hospital.

Long-term impact

“The worst is over’’, victims were
told in the week after the tragedy.
This might have been so for a few
officials and experts, but not for
the people. For them the worst was
yet to be — they still had to cope
with drastic financial and physical
consequences. Scientists and doc-
tors state that at least 10,000 peo-
ple have irreversible lung damage,
for which there is no known
medical treatment. Most of these
people with reduced lung capacities
cannot go back to their original
jobs. Many are suffering from per-
sistent breathlessness, muscle

(Photo: Simantini Dhuru)

fatigue and pain, loss of memory —
rendering them unable to work and
hence, in some cases, homeless.

Questions, questions, but no
answers. Scientists, doctors, of-
ficials do not know the long-term
effects of methyl isocyanate, the
toxic gas released in the disaster.
Nobody knows what exactly will
happen to future generations.

Humanitarian aid

A number of humanitarian
assistance agencies have come for-
ward to rehabilitate the children
and adults who survived the
tragedy. Suraksha is one of the
best-known. It involves gas-affected
children in painting, music, story-
telling, poetry and drama. It aims
at normalizing children’s attitude
towards life.

The Royal Commonwealth Society
for the Blind has opened an eye
hospital, while the Indian Red
Cross and the Roman Catholic
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