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Support for victims

|Idren of victims of the Bhopa gas tragedy
can hope for free medical treatment again,

hanks to the Supreme Court. Early this
month, the Madhya Pradesh government barred
hospitalsfrom treating free of cogt victims' children
above 18 years of age. The Supreme Court has over-
turned this order, pointing out that victims' chil-
dren too were affected by the toxic fumes that their
parentsinhaled way back in 1984, when 40 tonnes of
methyl isocyanate (MIC) gas|eaked from Union Car-
bide's plant at Bhopa. Some 4,000 people died inthe
immediate aftermath of gasleak. Over 15000 people
have died in the years since of
related diseases and hundreds
of thousands of others contin-
ue to suffer from various debili-
tating diseases. The gas leak's
impact did not end there. Chil-
dren of the direct victims of
that tragedyalaéffer from vaﬂ—
ous congenital diseases. In the .
aftermath of the gas tragedy, a Children of
few initiatives were put in place Viclims too are
to help the victims and their entitled to free
children. Among these was the  tréatment.
setting up of six hospitals in
Bhopa where victims and their children would be
provided free medical treatment. It was this right
that the Madhya Pradesh government sought to take
away when it debarred victims' children over the
age of 18 from availing free treatment. It isin sup-
port of the rights of these hapless victims that the
Supreme Court has rightly intervened.

The help that victims of the Bhopal gastragedy
received from Union Carbide or the Indian govern-
ment or even the Indian public for that matter was
meedly to start off. Carbide's compensation was Pd
try, hardly enough to see the VIC'[I msthrough alife-
timeof disabilitiesand medica treatment. TheIndi-
an government repeatedly dlowed Union Carbide
and its officias to get dif the hook. It is a matter of
shamethat the Madhya Pradesh government was -
tempting to cut df even the little support that has
been trickling down to thevictims.

Dow Chemicals, which acquired Union Carbide
asa 100 per cent subsidiary in 2001, islooking to re-
turn to India. It has said that it will invest in the
country only if lawsuits against it are withdrawn
anditiscleared of all itslega liabilitiestowardsthe
gas victims and the clean-up of Bhopa's environ-
ment. Sections in the government and industry are
working overtime to endble this. The rights of the
gasvictimsarelikely to betrampled upon yet again.
Civil society must stand up to defend the gas vic-
tims.




