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A Preliminary Report on Unchahar Tragedy

Introduction

Unchahar is a small town and Nagar Panchayat in Raebareli, Uttar Pradesh. This town is in the
fertile Awadh region. The Ganga flows 10 km southwest of the town. It is located on the
Lucknow Allahabad Highway, 115 km from Lucknow and 85 km from Allahabad. The place is
well connected by rail and road to the nearby cities of Kanpur, Lucknow, and Allahabad. The
Unchahar railway station is on the Allahabad-Raebareli broad gauge section of Northern
Railway. The nearest airport is at Lucknow. Unchahar is also a constituency of Uttar Pradesh
Legislative Assembly.
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As per the 2011 census, the total population of Unchahar is 11,033, 5,602 of which are male,
and 5,431 female. The literacy rate at Unchahar is 70%, more than the State’s 67%. Unchahar
has 55.04% of its population practising Islam, and 44.5% Hinduism, out of which 4.5%, about
491, belongs to scheduled caste. Out of the total population, 3,026 people are recoded as
engaged in various work - professions agriculture, small industries etc."

Population Persons | Males | Females
Total 11,033 | 5,602 5,431
Scheduled Castes 491 259 232
(SO

Scheduled Tribes 0 0 0
(ST)

Total Literates 7,765 4,225 3,540
Total llliterate 3,268 1,377 1,891
Total Workers 3,026 2,595 431

Source: Census data, 2011

As observed during the visit, Unchahar has predominantly agricultural fields where mostly rice,
wheat, and cotton are cultivated. A large population is dependent upon the agriculture.

Unchahar is also known for its 1,500 MW Feroze Gandhi Unchahar Thermal Power Station
(FGUTPS), also known as Unchahar Thermal Power station. It is located 38 km away from Rae
Bareli and surrounded by Bikai, Pipraha, Khanpur, Faridpur, and Khaligpur Khurd villages. Bikai
is inhabited by migrant labourers, who work at the station.

About the Power Plant

Unchahar Thermal Power Station is a coal-based power plant established in 1988. Earlier
owned by the Uttar Pradesh State Electricity Board (UPSEB), it was sold, in 1992, to the NTPC
Limited against payment overdue. Then, it was renamed as Feroze Gandhi Unchahar Thermal
Power Plant (FGUTPS). Its total installed capacity is 1,550 MW, including the under-construction
sixth unit, which recently had an explosion killing and injuring many.

The unit one to five consists of the capacity of 210 MW each and the sixth unit has the power
generation capacity of 500 MW. While the construction of stage one (2x210 MW) was done by

" http://www censusindia.gov.in/pca/SearchDetails.aspx ?Id=167528



UPSEB, that of stage two (2x210 MW) and three (1x210 MW) started after NTPC took over.? The
construction of the sixth unit, which was announced by the UPA government in August 2013,
began in December 2014. NTPC was constructing this unit in collaboration with the Bharat
Heavy Electricals Limited (BHEL) through NTPC-BHEL Power Projects Private Limited (NBPPL), a
joint venture company of NTPC and BHEL. The sixth unit (stage-IV) was proposed to be built
during the 64th Meeting of the Expert Appraisal Committee on the Environmental Impact
Assessment of Thermal Power and Coal Mine Projects held in January 2013. It was proposed
that the sixth unit would be an extension by adding 500 MW (stage-1V), hence making the
ultimate capacity of the Plant to 1,550 MW. The project was to provide electricity to the key
northern states of Uttar Pradesh, Haryana, Jammu and Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, Punjab,
Rajasthan, and Delhi through the Northern power grid.

Investments

In September 1988, the Asian Development Bank approved a loan of USD 160 million with Uttar
Pradesh Rajya Vidyut Upbhokta Parishad (UPRVUP) to fund the second stage of the Unchahar
Thermal Power PIant, which consisted two units of 210 MW. In the same year, after approving
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the loan, UPRVUP had serious issues in finance and management. Consequently, the
construction of the plant was not moving. Due to the payment overdue by the Uttar Pradesh
Government, NTPC purchased the two units from UPRVUP and proposed to construct the
second stage of the project. While the approved loan amount was USD 160 million, later the
loan amount was revised to USD 126 million.?

Land

As per the BHEL tender report of 2015, for the implementation of stage one, two and three,
2,203 acres of land was acquired. Since the plant already had extra land, the plant facilities, ash
disposal, and township for the expansion of stage four (unit VI of 1x500 MW) were
accommodated in the available land through the demolition and relocation of some buildings.*
Thus, there was no need to acquire additional land for expansion.

Water

As per the agreement between NTPC & UP Irrigation department, 105 Cusecs of water is
supplied every day to NTPC-Unchahar through Sharda Sahayak (S.S) canal, one of the biggest
and oldest canal system of Uttar Pradesh. The canal was constructed between 1924 and 1928.
Initially, the system was envisaged for providing protective irrigation to an area of 2.55 million
hectares in Ganga-Ghaghra Doab, which is spread over the central and eastern districts of UP.
Sharda Sahayak Pariyaojana, one of the sub-canals of Sharda main canal, was developed in
1975 to augment the canal supplies in the lower reaches.”

When water supply for Sharda Sahayak canal is disrupted, the plant draws water from the
Dalmau Pump canal. The 500 MW stage four’s consumptive water requirement is
accommodated within the existing commitment of water (105 cusecs) to FGUTPP.

Coal

The coal requirement of the plant is about 2.7 million tons per year. Ministry of coal has
provided a Long-Term Coal Linkage for stage four (1x500 MW) from North Karanpura mines of
Central Coalfield Limited.. Coal requirement for FGUTPP, stage one, two, and three is also being
met from North Karanpura mines. The transportation of coal from the mines to the power plant
is done through Indian Railway’s rakes, which are unloaded at the track hopper.

* https://www .adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/70990/20027-ind-pcr.pdf

+ https://www bhelpem.com/Tenders_Rev/Tenders/CHAIN%20PULLEY %20BLOCKS-
UNCHAHAR/Technical%20Specification%20PE-TS-401-563-A001 .pdf

*http://www .india-
wris.nrsc.gov.in/wrpinfo/index.php?title=Sarda_Canal_Major_Irrigation_Project_Uttar_Pradesh_JI01966



Impacts

A research on the environmental standards in the NTPC Unchahar done by the Centre for
Institute of Mining and Fuel Research, Dhanbad, highlighted the poor quality of environmental
standards followed — mainly in the disposal and management of fly ash — in the plant.® The
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coal has a high molecular weight of Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons (PAHs), which makes the
soil, water, air and crop toxic, thus violating various environmental laws of the country.

In spite of all the planning and work in progress, the plant has violated various environmental
standards and safety protocols. Due to the carelessness of the NTPC officials, a massive
explosion took place on November 1, 2017, at the boiler of unit VI killing at least 46 people,
including NTPC officials, and injuring more than 100 people, some of them in critical condition.”

«Verma S.K, Ram L, Maiti, S.K (2014) Heavy Metals and PAHs Characteristics Of The Ashes From Unchahar
Thermal Power Plant, Research Gate, 1-61.
»http://www tehelka.com/2017/11/46-dead 100-injured-who-is-responsible/



About Boiler Accident

On November 1, 2017, an accident occurred in the boiler of a newly built 500 MW Unit VI,
which was commissioned on March 31, 2017. In an official statement, the NTPC said, “At
around 1530 hours at unit number six of Unchahar plant, there was a sudden abnormal sound
at 20 meters elevation. There was an opening in Corner Two from which hot flue gases and
steam escaped affecting the people working around the area.”®

The local media and national media have reported that there was a blast in the boiler. But, if
the boiler had blasted, the entire plant would have destroyed, and the fire would have engulfed
the nearby villages.

The explosion took place as the 60% of the boiler was filled with the residues from the
combustion of coal, thus choking the coal supply. Eyewitnesses say that the boiler gave a
vibration sound, after which the flue gases and steam leaked. Within a minute of the leakage of
gases and steam, high-temperature ash spread into the entire unit that burned and killed many
on the spot.

A senior executive of NTPC told Hindustan Times on November 2, 2017, that when the coal
burns, it gets deposited and needs to be cleared. People who died in the accident were involved
in the cleaning.

Objectives of the visit

The objective of this visit was to ascertain preliminary facts about the accident as the media
reports about the cause of the explosion, the number of deaths and injured was inconsistent
from the reports from the ground.

A team of three people consisting Awadhesh Kumar of Srijan Lokhit Samiti, Rajesh Kumar and
Monalisa Barman from the Delhi Support Group visited the Unchahar NTPC site on November 6,
2017. The team interacted with contractual workers of NTPC, people residing near the plant,
small shopkeepers, and local media reporters. The team also visited the family of the deceased
and injured. Due to the high CISF security, the team could not visit the NTPC campus hospital or
meet NTPC officials.

* http://www ntpc.co.in/en/media/press-releases/details/ntpc-accident-ntpc-unchahar



This are the findings from team’s visit and interaction with different people mentioned above.
Additionally, this report also looks into various news reports published in national and local
media and tries to put the facts together to bring the full known magnitude of the accident.

Findings of the team

1. Deaths and Missing Labourers in the Accident

During interactions with the local media reporters and the contractual labourers, it emerged
that many people are missing from the list of deceased and injured. They told this team that
many families have been coming from different states after they could not find the names of
their son or relatives on the register or data entry, even though they were working at NTPC,
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Unchahar. They alleged that the NTPC is hiding the actual number of casualties by manipulating

the documents related to the contractual workers working there.

During the discussion with this team, many informal labours mentioned that the number of
deaths is much higher than what is mentioned by the authorities. They said that many people
just perished in the high-temperature steam and high pressure, which came out of the boiler.



According to Lalmani Verma, an engineer posted at NTPC Unchahar, at the time of the
explosion, the temperature of the steam was 140 degree, and pressure in the boiler was 765 kg
per Mm Square. “The heat is enough to melt a person. Around 40 labourers working very close
to the boiler bore the brunt of the blast,” he said.’

Many labourers also said that a number of people are still buried under the ash.

According to a report published in the Firstpost on November 4, 2017, Leelavati Saroj, 25, the
three-month pregnant wife of Deshraj Saroj, has been camping at a Lucknow hospital for the
last two days. She firmly believes her husband, employed with NTPC's Unchahar plant, is
receiving treatment at the burn unit. Neither has she seen him nor does the hospital records
have his name."°

Due to the explosion, many labourers are still missing. Many workers who died or got injured
were the only breadwinners of their families. This incident has brought them on the streets.
Those who could identify the body of their relatives will get some compensation but what
about the families, which are still searching the bodies? The most disheartening fact is that the
names of many missing workers are not on the official list. Many survivors allege that the NTPC
Unchahar management removed these names from the company’s records to lower the
company’s liability.

The Navsatta on November 5, 2017, reported, “a JCB contractor whose JCB was operational
inside the NTPC plant mentioned that the number of deaths and injuries were under-reported
by the authority.” This not only exposes the seriousness of NTPC’s response to the tragedy but
also indicates towards their routine practices. In this tragedy, the contractors who had supplied
labourers from different states to work at this plant are missing from the public discourse.
Neither media nor the authorities are talking about them.

Another woman named Sharda Devi (19), whose brother got injured in the explosion, told India
Samvad on November 4, 2017, that seven people from her village were working at the plant’s
unit six and sustained injuries. She added that out of seven, two died, and three are still
missing 1

» http://www jagran.com/uttar-pradesh/raebareli-forty-scorches-in-flames-ntpc-unchahar-16952684 .html

« http://www firstpost.com/india/ntpc-boiler-blast-workers-families-say-some-of-their-loved-ones-are-missing-ntpc-
insists-theyre-not-4192463.html

» http://www firstpost.com/india/ntpc-boiler-blast-workers-families-say-some-of-their-loved-ones-are-missing-ntpc-
insists-theyre-not-4192463 html)



On November 5, 2017, Hindustan Samvad reported that Satish, a resident of Rohatas, Bihar,
who was working at the Unchahar plant since last two years, is also missing. After hearing
about the accident in Unchahar NTPC, his father, Hiralal, rushed there and searched for his son.
It is important to note that neither Satish’s name appears on the list of the deceased or injured,
nor his mobile is reachable after the accident."

Mantu Barua, 40, one of the survivors of the explosion, said that he saw many labourers getting
burnt alive. Barua, who hails from Odisha, has packed his bags to leave for good.

"Babuji, wahaan aag ka baarish hua tha. Hamara kai saathi toh jinda jal gaya aur ham log kuch
nahi kar paaye. Yahaan ka saheb log aur thekedaar sab jhooth bolte hai kyunki unit me kam se

Rae BarA
U 3
o ‘.l'l"‘{ i ‘ 2 4d

kam do guna aadmi the. Hamko apna jaan jyada pyari hai. Ham apne ghar ja rahe hai biwi-
bachchon ke paas (It rained fire there. Many of my friends got burnt alive, and | could do

= Hindustan Samvad dated November 5, 2017
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nothing. The officers here and the contractors are lying as this unit had at least twice as many
people. My life is precious to me. | am going back to my family)," he told Firstpost.**

However, the NTPC has refuted that any of the workers are missing. Ruchi Ratna, NTPC’s Public
Relations Officer, as reported by the Firstpost, claimed that not a single person is missing and
that even the deceased have been identified.

In addition, “the PRO also denied that 100 workers were present in the unit at the time of the
accident.” She said that only 87 workers were there on the site when the explosion took place
and clarified that out of them, 32 succumbed to injuries while 48 are undergoing treatment at
different hospitals. She added that the remaining seven have been discharged."

If we have to believe what the officials are saying then where are the workers the families are
searching for?

During the discussion, the local media persons said that most of the labourers had suffered the
burns of 50%-70%, and the doctors told them that even if they recover from injury, they would
not be able to do anything — worst in most cases, they might not live more than three to four
months. The Print reported, “A boiler in a unit needs less than half-a-dozen workers to operate
it. However, there were 311 workers in the sixth unit at the time of the explosion on November
1. Labour contractors in Unchahar told that most of them were deployed by contractors for civil

works such as painting, isolation of boilers, and other construction work.”*

An officer, who was present at the plant when the mishap occurred, requesting anonymity,
recounted to the Firstpost at the NTPC North zone office in Lucknow, “l know more than 70
people have been killed in this tragedy. | was one of the persons to visit the unit with the NDRF

team and know that many labourers were reduced to ashes in this accident.”*®

Due to the collapse of the boiler, the burning coal spread on the unit and fell upon the people
working around, even upon those who were wearing the helmet and gloves, and turned them
to ash. Nobody could understand what had just happened. Looking at the bodies hanging on
the pipes shocked everyone. While taking down the bodies from the pipes, the bodies were
breaking into pieces."’

» http://www firstpost.com/india/ntpc-boiler-blast-workers-families-say-some-of-their- loved-ones-are-missing-ntpc-
insists-theyre-not-4192463 .html)

« http;//www.indiasamvad.co.in/top-stories/are-someworkers-missing-families-say-yes-ntpc-denies-25860

= https://theprint.in/2017/11/10/rush-commission-project-likely-culprit-ntpc-unchahar-tragedy/

« http://www firstpost.com/india/ntpc-boiler-blast-workers-families-say-some-of-their-loved-ones-are-missing-ntpc-
insists-theyre-not-4192463 .html

v ‘Kitni lashe jal gayi hongi yeh he bada sawal’ Dainik Jagran dated Nov 2, 2017.
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After the explosion, there are number of labourers who are missing and their families are in
search of them. Many people who died were the only breadwinners of their families. Those
who could identify the body of their relatives will get some compensation but what about the
ones who are still searching the bodies?

The accident and authorities’ response to it only highlights the value of life and safety of
informal workers. This accident has brought up the brutal truths about how human life does
not matter, even to the big public sector institutions like NTPC.

2. Hurry in Commissioning the Unit

This tragedy begs to ask questions on the conduct of Ministry of Power, Central Electricity
Authority (CEA), and NTPC’s management for commissioning this unit in a hurry. In its press
release on April 1, 2017, NTPC emphatically declared that NTPC, the largest power utility of
India, joined the top league of electricity generators globally by crossing 50 GW capacity mark.
It further mentioned that another milestone towards 24X7 power for all was achieved by
commissioning a 500 MW unit at Unchahar in Uttar Pradesh, which has increased NTPC's total
installed capacity to 50498 MW."®

Every new thermal power unit has to get the certificate for commercial operation. For this,
every part of the unit is inspected and proposed for the declaration of commercial operation
(COD) of the unit and send it to the Central Electricity Authority (CEA), which synchronises the
unit before approving for the starting of the plant. If there are issues in commercial operation,
the COD is rejected.

Many NTPC insiders and power experts are asking questions on the commissioning process of
this unit. The Print on November 10 quoted Mr V K Singh, a coal handling plant manager at
NTPC’s Kanti Thermal Power Station, Bihar, and President of the Association of Power
Executives (APEX), Kanti, who questioned the commissioning. “The ash handling system and the
dry ash evacuation system were not complete, and it must be investigated how the COD was
given for an incomplete plant,” Singh demanded.™

The unit six at Unchahar was supposed to be commissioned in four years, but it was
commissioned two years before its schedule. Undergoing construction while generating power
led to this horrific incident, which also raises questions on the role of the Union and State

» http://www ntpc.co.in/en/media/press-releases/details/ntpc-now-50498-mw-company
» https://theprint.in/2017/11/10/rush-commission-project-likely-culprit-ntpc-unchahar-tragedy/)
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governments, and the NTPC senior management, which pressurised the Unchahar Power
Station management to commission this unit before the scheduled time to achieve the target.

During the discussion on November 6, 2017, with Mr Ramesh Shukla, a reporter of Dainik
Jagran at Unchahar, and Mr Madhav, a reporter of Patrika at Rae Bareli, both reporters said
that this newly built unit was on trial run generating 200 MW between April to September
2017.

A family member holding missing person’s identity card.

Photo Credits: Mr. Madhav, reporter Patrika, Rae Bareili

Mr Shailendra Dubey, Chairman, All India Power Engineers Federation (AIPEF), spoke to the
National Herald on November 31, 2017. “The admission that around 150-200 people were
working in the boiler section at the time of the accident is a clear indication that work in the
plant was incomplete. In a running plant, only 5-6 people work at a time. Why were so many
people working there?” he asked.?

Similarly, the reporter from Dainik Jagran also mentioned that the construction work was on in
the unit. Therefore, at time of the blast, around 311 contractual workers along with a few

» https://www nationalheraldindia.com/national/ntpc-blast-due-to-pressure-to-start-unit-ahead-of-schedule
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permanent workers, were engaged in and around the boiler.” Since the units are more
advanced nowadays, it does not require more than 6-7 people to operate. “There were nearly
300 workers in the boilers' vicinity which is quite unusual for regular operations. Workers in
large numbers were there as the work was on to create the boiler safety systems," a senior
engineer told the India Today on the condition of anonymity.*

A group of contractual workers also mentioned that this particular unit had also tripped many
times earlier. Not only this, even on the fateful day, the unit tripped and was restarted by the
NTPC.

During the discussion with the local media reporters, the team was told that NTPC officers were
aware of the accumulation of ash in the dry ash system. Not only this, even a few hours before
the blast in the boiler, the unit operator was informed about it. Inside the boiler, the
accumulation of clinker, the stony residue from burnt coal, was 20 feet high, which covered
almost 60% of the boiler.

It is against the standard operating procedures to clean the boiler in running mode. However,
NTPC duty officers ignored it and started to remove the clinker without switching off the boiler.
While breaking the clinker, the coal supply got disrupted leading to the formation of high
pressure in the boiler, which made it vibrate. Within few minutes the boiler exploded thus
spreading the burning coal and ash in the entire unit killing and injuring many.*

A reporter from Dainik Jagran also mentioned that new unit should be stopped after running
for 1,000 hours to take stock of the maintenance of the entire unit. However, this rule was not
followed, and this unit continued to run at full 500 MW.

It is noteworthy that NTPC’s formation day was on November 7. Was there any pressure from
the plant management to run this plant at full capacity ignoring safety measures, despite many
shortcomings, because of the foundation day?

* Dainik Jagran dated Nov 4,2017

= http;//indiatoday .intoday .in/story/watch-inferno-raging-at-ntpc-raebareli-plantmoments-after-boiler-
blast/1/1081501 .html

= http://indiatoday .intoday .in/story/watch-inferno-raging-at-ntpc-raebareli-plant-moments-after-boiler-
blast/1/1081501 .html
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3. Violations of Labour Laws

During a discussion with a group of contractual workers of NTPC Unchahar on November 6,
2017, they said that the unskilled and informal workers have to perform the duties of a skilled
and permanent worker. Additionally, the contractual workers blamed, “before bringing us to
NTPC, the contractor had agreed to pay us Rs 365 per day. However, in reality, after getting the
salary transferred to our account, we are forced to give half of the salary to the contractor. This
leaves us with very little money to survive for the entire month.” They further told that those
raising this issue are not allowed to work the next day. The workers alleged that even NTPC
authorities are involved and that they can’t complain them about this. They lamented that the

UP govt relaxed inspection norms

In order to attract industries in the state, the recently elected BJP government granted several
relaxations in its New Industrial Policy. In the Policy, the industries were freed from inspections,
who were responsible for enforcing legal provisions to ensure secure service conditions, welfare
measures, safety of the plant and machinery and occupational safety. Legislations are in place for
providing frequent inspections for enforcement of various labour laws.

However, the state government orders issued by Principal Secretary, Labour, R.K. Tiwari on July
28,2017, enforced a new system under which industries have been exempted from statutory
inspections for five years if they opt for the self-certification scheme. Under the scheme,
industries have to give assurance that they have implemented all the labour laws and no labour
authority will go for inspection in their establishments except once in five years. Random
selection for checks can only be to the extent of 20%. Prior information of an inspection has to be
given at least three days in advance and it would be a group inspection. No inspection shall be
carried out in those registered industries who do not opt for the self-certification scheme without
prior permission of Labour Commissioner or Regional Commissioner or District Magistrate and it
shall not be more than once in a year. Labour authorities shall not even carry out surprise
inspection on unregistered industries under Factories Act, 1948, and Shop and Commercial Act,
1962, without prior permission of Labour Commissioner or Regional Commissioner or District
Magistrate. Under the policy, startup projects opting for self-certification scheme shall be
exempted from inspection for three years.

This stands in contrast with the technical provisions of the Indian Boiler Regulations Act, 1950,
under which it is incumbent upon the owner to carry out third party inspection of the boiler and
the organisation every year by an agency authorised by the Central Boiler Board of Government
of India.

Source: http://www tehelka.com/2017/11/46-deadl00-injured-who-is-responsible/

permanent workers enjoy all the facilities given by the NTPC, even though they engage in
similar work in the same unit.

When the team approached contractual labourers working at the plant, they were afraid and
unwilling to talk to us. However, later, while visiting Bikai village at one of the deceased's
house, the team again approached a few labours who were also scared initially but later on
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opened up. It emerged during the interaction that most of the labourers are migrants from
Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh and that contractors hired them.

Further, they mentioned that contract workers who are not given any expert training, are made
to do every work.. They also do not get any safety kit to work on the units. They told the team
that the contract workers, who were on duty at the unit six on the fateful day were neither
wearing any safety gears nor had any protective equipment which the NTPC is supposed to
provide for cleaning boiler. The workers further told us that after this incident the management
is forcing them to wear shoes and helmet, which are given by the contractor, who in turn will
deduct the costs from the salaries of the workers. The workers lamented, “things came out in
public domain this time as this was the biggest incident. Otherwise, if only 3-4 contractual
employees die, the authorities just bury the bodies somewhere in the ash, remove the data
from the register and destroy the passes.”

Similarly, according to a News18 report, “Another major
issue is poor literacy and training levels of the contract
labourers. In most cases, they possess inadequate
knowledge of modern power plants, which involves
multiple levels of protection interlocks. The Standard
Operational Procedure (SOP) is rarely followed. When they
needed it most, the fire hydrant line and the detection
system failed to respond. Also, on several occasions, these
SOPs are not updated when the process or the plant goes

through minor modifications.”**

A recent editorial in EPW also bemoans on the callous

Identity card of a worker disregard for worker safety of the contract labourers. The
Photo Credits: Mr. Madhav, editorial said, “We must also note that the majority of the
reporter Patrika, Rae Bareili workers affected were migrant contract workers, brought

to the unit by contractors, to whom jobs had been
subcontracted. This is a ploy used by many large industrial units. It helps employers in
minimising their liabilities to a smaller number of permanent workers, who are covered under
labour laws, while much of the work — often the more hazardous tasks — are farmed out to
contractors who employ casual workers, often on daily wages. These workers have no health

= http://www .news18.com/news/india/analysis-unchahar-tragedy-shows-safety-comes-last-in-indias-industrial-units-
1565069 .html
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insurance to cover accidents or exposure to hazards. This murky underbelly of the formal sector

in India stands exposed when such accidents take place.” *°

Relenting to the pressures from many quarters, there are consistent efforts by the government
to dilute the labour laws. “There are proposals to dilute laws governing contract labour that will
facilitate the use of casual labour for the more hazardous jobs, as in Unchahar project. Under
the existing laws, the NTPC can be held liable for all workers — permanent and contract —
following the landmark Asiad case, Peoples Union for Democratic Rights vs Union of India and
Others, 1982, in which the Supreme Court held that the government is responsible for contract
workers as the principal employer. We must also emphasise that government’s largesse in the
form of compensation to injured workers, or to the families of the deceased, cannot replace the

responsibility of the NTPC to all the workers.”?°

Though workers unions protested against the Unachahar accident, it did not get covered in the
media prominently. According to a report in Dainik Jagran on November 5, 2017, Thermal
Power House Construction Workers Sangh, INTUC, and CITU came together and demanded
judicial inquiry of the accident, Rs 50 lakh and job for the family member of the deceased, Rs 20
lakh each and a permanent job at the NTPC as compensation for the injured.

Testimonials By The Families Of The Deceased

The team also visited the families of two deceased workers in nearby villages. Each of the family
had lost their sons in the explosion. These visits were the most challenging part as the families
were in a state of mourning. But the families were co-operative, as they want justice.

PLACE: Pipraha, Unachahar (Raebareli District)

Deceased: Ajeet Yadav (20 years)

Father’s name: Lal Bahadur Yadav

Mother’s name: Kalavati Yadav

Siblings: Two (One younger sister and brother)

Background of the deceased: The eldest son and the only working member of the family.
Hometown is at a distance of half an hour from the plant.

= http://www .epw.in/journal/2017/45/editorials/when-workers-die.html
= ibid
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Testimony given by Kalavati Yadav: My son, Ajeet, was of 20 years old. From the last one and
half years, he had been working at the plant. We got a call at one of our neighbour’s phone on
the afternoon of November 1 asking us to reach the plant as something went wrong there. By
the time we reached there, our son was already taken to the Raebareli district hospital, and
from there, he was referred to Lucknow due to his bad condition. | was not allowed to see my
son in the hospital due to his critical condition. | saw my son once they brought his body back
home. Though the Chief Minister gave us a cheque of Rs two lakh, it will not bring my son back.
NTPC officials have not contacted us yet. The unit where my son was working was supposed to
be completed in four years, but they started it before the scheduled time. | do not know why.
They took away my son.

Ajeet’s father and uncle also go in free time to work at the NTPC garden, but that day, both
were at home and working at our farm. We were preparing for his marriage. He was the only
person in the family with fixed earnings. His father did not get everyday jobs in the NTPC.

PLACE: Bikai, Unachahar (Raebareli District)

Deceased: Awadhesh Jaiswal (27 years)

Mother’s name: Rampyari Jaiswal

Wife: Married on 8th Feb 2017

Siblings: 2 brothers and 3 sisters

Background of the deceased: The youngest son and only working person who was taking care of
the widow mother, wife, and the kids of the elder brother.

Testimony as given by one of the sisters: My brother was the youngest among all of us. He took
care of the entire family. He got married nine months back.

He has been working at NTPC as a worker for two years and was drawing six thousand rupees
per month as salary. When my cousin called me and informed about an explosion in the unit, |
requested her to find out what has happened as she stays near the plant. My cousin informed
us that she had to fight with the officials and guards to get inside the station to see my brother,
as they were not allowing anyone inside. My brother had died at the NTPC plant. My cousin got
the body home. NTPC has not got in touch with us since the accident. There are more deaths
than they claimed. AlImost 150 people must have died inside. Over three hundred workers were
working in that plant at the time of the accident.

| want the government to help us by providing a job for his wife and some financial help to our
mother. The CM has sent a cheque of Rs 2 lakh. Our family is devastated as it is a big family. My
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brother used to take care of the kids of my elder brother too as he is not well. | do not know
how our family will survive now.

Government Responses to the Tragedy

Immediate compensation announced:

Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced Rs 2 lakh to the next of kin of the dead and Rs
50,000 to the injured.27

Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath announced Rs 2 lakh as compensation for the
immediate family of the dead and Rs 50,000 for the grievously injured and Rs 25,000 for the
persons who suffered minor injuries.

NTPC announced a compensation of Rs 20 lakh for the immediate family of the deceased, and
Rs 10 lakh to the grievously injured, 2 lakh each to minorly injured.

Committees set up to investigate the causes of the collapse of the boiler:

1. The Union Power Ministry announced a high-level committee to investigate the blast. The
committee under the chairmanship of P.D Siwal, Member (Thermal) at the Central
Electricity Authority (CEA). The other members of the committee are Subir Chakraborty,
Director (Projects) at Uttar Pradesh Rajya Vidyut Utpadan Nigam Ltd; Dhawal Prakash
Antapurkar, Director of Steam Boilers, Maharashtra; and L.D. Papney, Chief Engineer,
Thermal Engineering and Technology Development Division at CEA. The Committee would
investigate the causes of the accident and fix responsibility, if any, and would suggest

remedial measures to avoid the recurrence of such incidents in the future. The committee is

expected to submit its report to the Ministry of Power on December 6, 2017.%8

2. Immediately after the accident, NTPC had set up a three-member committee headed by the
Executive Director (Operations) SK Roy, with General Manager AK Sanaiyar, and General
Manager (Engineering) Udyan Kumar as members. Initial investigations by NTPC and UP

labour department pointed out that the blast occurred because of the deposition of a large
amount of bottom ash in the ash evacuation system and formation of clinkers in the boiler.
NTPC also suspected the malfunctioning of fans installed to maintain the suitable pressure

= https://ww .ndtv.com/india-news/pm-narendra-modi-approves-rs-2-lakfor-thefamilies-of-those-killed-in-ntpc-
bolier-blast-1770425
» http;//pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx relid=173276
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inside the 60 feet high boiler. The UP labour department, which conducted a separate
inquiry, had blamed NTPC management for its negligence by cleaning up accumulated ash
in the boiler even as the unit kept functioning. The department was expected to submit its
findings end of November.

3. After NTPC and Ministry of Power, the Ministry of Commerce and Industry also constituted
a committee to probe Unchahar plant boiler blast. The four-member committee headed by
TSD Narayanan, Technical Advisor, Department of Industrial Policy and Promotion, also
includes NS Mandal, Director, Central Electricity Authority; JI Patel, Director (Boiler) from
Gujarat unit of department of industries; and RK Purve, director (boiler), labour
department, UP government, as members. This team is likely to probe the cause of
enormous pressure increase, which led to boiler blast that let out extremely hot flue gases
and ash that killed and injured many.*

National Human Right Commission

Taking a suo moto notice on the reports by the media on the blast, NHRC has sought a report
from the State Chief Secretary within six weeks. NHRC observed that a high-level probe into the
matter is immediately required to ascertain the negligence and errors, if any, behind the
incident, which involves the right to life. The Commission directed the State government to
ensure that the best treatment is provided to the injured persons and steps are taken for their
rehabilitation.*

Although various announcements were made from the Centre, State and NTPC, it was shocking
to discover during our field visit that only the State government has given compensation and

that the Centre and NTPC have not even contacted the victims.

Apart from investigations by Government, it is imperative that a judicial enquiry is done to
ascertain the facts and fix responsibility.

Conclusion

This incident reminds us of countless factory tragedies that have been reported and went
unreported in the past. The Bhopal Gas tragedy which occurred on December 3, 1984, in which

= https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/lucknow/commerce-ministry-sets-up-panel-to-probe-unchahar-boiler-
blast/articleshow/61650735.cms

» http://www business-standard.com/article/current-affairs/ntpc-blast-nhrc-issues-notice-to-up-govt-seeks-report-in-
six-weeks-117110201454_1 .html

20



40 metric tonnes of methyl isocyanide gas was leaked from a pesticide plant owned by a US
multinational Union Carbide. Even after 33 years of the gas tragedy, neither the victims are
adequately compensated, nor the corporation is held accountable.

There are several other unfortunate incidents like Bombay docks explosion in 1944 in which
death toll was 800; Chasnala mining disaster, 1975, with a death toll of 372; Korba Chimney
Collapse, 2009, with a death toll of 45; and Moser Baer plant disaster, 2016 where 25 people
were injured, and 3 people died. As mentioned earlier in this report, only the major accidents
get reported while many small ones go unreported and uninvestigated.

The shocking thing is that neither lessons were learnt from these incidents, nor exemplary
actions were taken against the authorities responsible for the lapses. Instead of securing the
rights of the workers by strengthening the laws, what we witness is a concerted effort to dilute
the laws, thus making the workers vulnerable to all forms of exploitation.

This accident exposed the workers’ safety and violation of labour laws in the India’s largest
Public Sector Maharatna Company, which is owned by the central government and contributes
to 24% of the country’s total power generation.

Industries are becoming a graveyard for labours, particularly for the contractual labours. Within
the labour community, contractual labours are the most vulnerable and marginalised. Neither
they get minimum wage nor do the industries follow enough safety measure.

Historically, in many industrial disasters like Unchahar, despite losing the most, the rights of
contractual labours were violated, and they were not compensated adequately. Often for their
families, ‘official’ recognition of the death and fair compensated for their kin is another
struggle.

Recommendations

To the State Government

1. Ajudicial inquiry should be set up to investigate the factors that led to this drastic incident,
fix responsibility of the authorities, and take exemplary actions against them.

2. FIRs should be filed against Unchahar NTPC officials for negligence in operating this unit
that led to the disaster.
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3. The government should immediately constitute a task force to ascertain the whereabouts of
the missing persons. It must also provide adequate compensation to the families, in case
they are found to be the victims of this tragic accident.

To NTPC

4. Immediately provide the announced compensation to the family members of the deceased
and injured.

5. lIrrespective of the nature of employment — contractual or permanent — NTPC should bear
the costs of all the medical expenditures and rehabilitation costs of the injured.

6. Ensure that all safety gears are provided to the workers.

To Central Government

7. The Ministry of Power should carry out an audit of all coal plants to ascertain the state of
workers, adherence to safety measures, and preparedness for emergencies.

Annexures (selected reports of local media)
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