The long march for justice and dignity

By YOU!
 

In the summer of 1989, a group of women from Bhopal, survivors of the Union Carbide gas leak of 1984 that killed thousands of people and poisoned hundreds of thousands, undertook the daring task of a padayatra (a long walk or march on foot) from Bhopal to Delhi. They were unaware of how far Delhi was and neither were they sure in which direction it lay, but they were determined to meet the Prime Minister and ask him to address their grievances. The audacity of that journey and the sheer spirit of the women is reflective of the Bhopal struggle itself. Despite the indifference of the corporation and the apathy of the Government they have fought tenaciously for justice in Bhopal and in turn for the thousand slow and silent Bhopals in India and across the world.

 

17 years later, tired of broken promises but undeterred in their resolve, the survivors have embarked on yet another march to Delhi to call attention to the continuing toxic contamination of Bhopal and its people, the absence of adequate healthcare, and force the State and Central Governments to implement real solutions on the ground rather than spout platitudes when prodded. 

 

This time they march as war hardened soldiers would. They are traversing a distance of 800 kilometers (500 miles) by foot and have made up their minds not to return without solid commitments being made by no less than the Prime Minister on demands that range from something as basic as clean drinking water (nearly 20,000 people consume water that is contaminated with toxic chemicals that have leached into the groundwater system from the Union Carbide factory) to the ambitious one of setting up a National Commission on Bhopal.

 

When the Bhopalis reach Delhi, they will decide whether to launch an indefinite fast depending on the response of the Indian government. "We have had enough. If all our demands are not met, we're not leaving New Delhi," said Champa Devi Shukla, a woman leader from the Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Stationery Karmachari Sangh. 

 

Petitions, emails and faxes have begun flooding Indian embassies worldwide, and the Indian Government in New Delhi. Supporters of the survivors across the world are outraged at the insensitivity of the Indian and Madhya Pradesh governments to the needs of the survivors of the world's worst disaster. 

 

The march is being led by four Bhopal-based survivor and advocacy organisations: Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Stationery Karmachari Sangh, Bhopal Gas Peedit Mahila Purush Sangharsh Morcha, Bhopal Group for Information and Action, and Bhopal ki Aawaaz. Lasting five weeks, the marchers are covering about 30 km every day, and are completely dependent on local communities for food and shelter. 

 

To read the inspiring weblogs from the march, log on to www.bhopal.net. You can support the March to Delhi yourself by sending a FREE FAX from http://www.studentsforbhopal.org/FaxAction/fax_action.php. 
