UK COMPANY VEDANTA'S INDIAN DISASTER
 

Press release from London Mining Network -  Update-2
 

12 noon, 25 September 2009: NO EMBARGO
 

No firm death and injury count is yet available, of victims in the September 23rd  disaster at UK-listed Vedanta's power plant construction site in Korba, India, when a partly-constructed chimney collapsed on top of  a hundred or more workers.

 

The construction was part of Vedanta's massive expansion of its aluminium

complex in the north eastern Indian state of Chhattisgarh.

 

From official sources, it seems certain that at least 25 people have already died.

Many others remain unaccounted for. It will take another four days for rescuers to clear the site debris, and at least two days to recover all the bodies.

 

A final death-roll approaching  one hundred (including those dying from severe injuries) seems tragically possible.

 

Vedanta's alleged culpability
 
According to the mayor of Korba, quoted by leading Indian business news daily, the Business Standard [25 September 2009]:

 

· Vedanta (Balco) * did not have permission from the civic authorities to construct the fatal chimney 

· The Korba Municipal Corporation had earlier served notices on Vedanta for "violating the norms" 

· Only a week before the disaster, a team from the Corporation visited the site and then ordered the company to stop construction; however "the company started the work again"   

 

 Meanwhile, there have been several demands by trade unionists, including the

Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU), for the re-nationalisation of Balco.

 

Balco was privatised to Sterlite Industries in 2001, two years before

 the company registered as Vedanta on the London Stock Exchange.

 

Bankers responsibilities
 

In June 2009, Sterlite Industries made a US$ 1 billion bond offering, in the form of American Depositary Receipts (ADRs), aimed at raising capital for acquisitions, other corporate expenses, and to take the Indian government's existing 49%  ownership of Balco, along with another aluminium subsidiary, Malco. 

 

Vedanta has been trying to acquire full control of Balco for several years.

 

In 2006, a leading Indian research body, the V VGiri National Labour Institute

indicted Balco for having broken almost all agreements made its workforce, in the

five years since privatisation.

 

Numerous accusations of breaches in health, safety, and environmental regulations at Balco's mining and aluminium production, have been made by Indian and international organisations over the past eight years.

 

The book runners behind the June 2009 offering were JP Morgan and Morgan Stanley.

 

Several leading European and US banks are believed to have invested.

 

 

* Note: Balco is a 51% subsidiary of Sterlite Industries India Ltd,  itself the main managed metals subsidiary of UK company, Vedanta Resources plc, which holds 59.9% of Sterlite. The majority shareholder in Vedanta is  Volcan Investments Ltd, 61.95%  owned and operated by Anil Agarwal, Vedanta's executive chairperson, and members of his family.

 

 

__________________

 

 

Legal scanner on Balco chimney
 

R Krishna Das / Kolkata/ Raipur 

Business Standard

25 September 2009

 

The Vedanta-controlled Bharat Aluminium Company Limited (Balco) did not have the required permission to construct the chimney for its power plant that collapsed yesterday killing at least 25 people.

 

The company had earlier constructed one chimney for its 1200-Mw power plant coming up in the aluminium complex in Korba. This was the second chimney for the plant and the aluminium major was constructing it without the required permission from the civic authorities.

 

"The company did not take permission from the Korba Municipal Corporation (KMC) for the second chimney and we had served notices for violating the norms," Korba Mayor Lakhanlal Dewangan told Business Standard.

 

Just a week ago, a team of KMC reached the site and stopped the construction work. "But the company started the work again," Dewangan said, adding that it was not possible to check whether the company was following the order as the site was located inside the plant.

 

The Balco management, however, said that it had all the clearances. "The construction was going on as per the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) signed with the state government and the company had all the necessary clearances," Balco's Chief of Corporate Communications Binod Kumar Sriwastav said.

 

The reported absence of Balco officials soon after the accident have come under the scanner. Laxmi Chouhan, a social activist, said that the local youths gathered at the site and started the rescue work.

 

Chief Minister Raman Singh, who inspected the site this afternoon, said that it was unfortunate that the company officials were missing from the rescue work and would be probed in the judicial investigation ordered by the state government.

 

According to him, it would take another two days to clear the debris in which more than 40 labourers were feared trapped. "It is totally concrete structures and the rescue teams are working at their best to clear the rubble at the earliest," he said. Until the debris was cleared, it would be too early to quote the figure of casualty, Singh added.

 

Meanwhile, the experts from the mining companies have been pressed into service to clear the debris at the earliest. State home minister Nankiram Kanwar said that the administrative officials informed that it would take another four days to clear the ruins but they were directed to clear it in two days and rescue the people trapped inside.

 

The Korba police had lodged a case against the Balco management under relevant sections of the Indian Penal Code (IPC), Kanwar said.

 

Unconfirmed reports suggested that the toll in yesterday's mishap would cross 30. The local administration has been putting the figure at 25.

 

Sources said that the figure could be much more as the rescue work in the exact crash site was yet to start. The teams were yet to start work on the sites of two store rooms on which the huge chimney had collapsed. Maximum labourers had taken shelter in those rooms from rains.

 

"After cutting the rods and the steel structure which was taking much time, we are hopeful to start the work (on the storerooms site) by late evening," an official engaged in operation said.

______________

 


CITU demands for nationalisation of BALCO
 
Raipur, Sep 24 (PTI) Holding the Sterlite Group responsible for the chimney collapse incident, the Centre of Indian Trade Unions today demanded that the BALCO should be nationalised again and asked the Centre to give compensation of Rs 15 lakh each to the kin of those killed in the accident.

The chimney collapsed due to the use of low quality construction materials and management of Sterlite group, which owns the BALCO, is responsible for that, General Secretary of CITU's Chhattisgarh unit B Sanyal said here.

As the central government owns 49 per cent shares of BALCO, it should take steps to nationalise the company in the wake of the accident, Sanyal said.


The mishap occurred in Korba district yesterday when the chimney at the under-construction thermal power plant of Bharat Aluminium Company Ltd caved in, killing 26 labourers on job and injuring several others.

 

__________________________

 

 

Vedanta under scrutiny as 100 feared dead at aluminium plant

 

By Alistair Dawber

The Independent (UK)

25 September 2009

 

The safety policies of the

London-listed mining giant Vedanta Resources are set to come under

scrutiny after an accident at one of its sites in India killed as many

as 100 people on Wednesday.

 

The group has already been blacklisted by

some investors over ethical and environmental concerns.

 

The death toll

is expected to rise after a chimney collapsed at an aluminium plant in

which Vedanta has a 51 per cent stake through its subsidiary Sterlite

Industries. Sterlite is the builder at the site in Korba, in the central

India state of Chhattisgarh. An investigation is expected, but initial

reports blamed bad weather.

 

However, Rajeev Sharma, the south Asian head

of the Building and Woodworkers' International union, said that the

accident was bad, even by India's poor safety standards: "It is one of

the worst accidents in India's recent construction history," he said.

 

Vedanta, which claims to benefit from "relatively low cost of operations

and large and inexpensive labour and talent pools", expressed regret but

declined to comment further. The accident follows several embarrassing

incidents for Vedanta.

 

In 2007, the Norwegian state pension fund sold its shares, saying that being an investor would present an "unacceptable risk of contributing to severe environmental damage and serious or

systematic violations of human rights".

 

Survival International, which promotes the rights of tribal peoples, also alleges a bauxite mine

intended for the Niyamgiri mountain in India's Orissa state will destroy

local forests, while the mountain itself is considered sacred by local

tribes.

 

Vedanta says it is committed to the best international standards.

 
