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Ri sk factor in petrochem cals

Pang Hi n Yue
THE adverti senent was tucked in an inconspi cuous corner of the newspaper.
The information on the joint project by national oil conpany, Petronas,
and maj or chem cal producer, Union Carbide Corporation (UCC), to say the
| east, was techni cal

What does it mean to a | ayperson when a notice states: "...the
Department of Environnment is in the process of review ng the terns of
reference (TOR) for the detailed Environnental |npact Assessnent report of
t he proposed second et hyl ene cracker and derivatives petrochem cal

plants... the public is welcomed to give comrents regarding the (TOR) .."?
Not surprisingly, records show no one had gone to the DOE to read the
docunment. Well past the Aug 21 deadline, the departnment still had not
received any witten reply fromthe public.
Not es an environnental consultant: "It is a pity that there is a |l ack of

public interest in this project considering this is the first tine nmenbers
of the public have been asked to give their views on a petrochem ca

pl ant."
Petronas has teaned up with UCC (notorious for its 1984 chem ca
accident in Bhopal, India) to build two petrochenical plants in

Ter engganu.

One is at Kanpung Tok Arun, sited next to Petronas' fifth and sixth gas
processi ng plants (now under construction). Gas will be tapped fromthese
plants to convert it to ethylene. The other plant will be at nearhby
Kerteh, to further process ethylene into a variety of derivatives that are
to be used as base materials in the nanufacturing of plastics, polyester
fibre, resin and other chenicals.

The processes to harness these feed stocks (ethyl ene oxi de, ethyl ene
gl ycol , ethanol am nes and ot her substances) will be done under high
pressure and tenperature, resulting in the rel ease of various noxi ous
gases and toxi c waste. Between the two plants, there will be four
paral |l el interconnecting underground pipelines to transport ethylene
derivatives and raw water which will be sourced fromthe Paka River. A
barrage at the river will be built for water inpoundnment where a huge
volume of 14 million gallon per day of water will be punped fromit to
cool the plant at Tok Arun.

Because there is always the risk elenment of fire outbreaks, explosions,
chem cal spills and toxic gas em ssions, any ElIA for petrochem cal
i ndustry nmust be acconpani ed by a risk analysis report, quantifying the
potential hazards it poses to workers and the nearby comunity.

Despite the risks the industry poses, the DOE's recent exercise failed
to solicit response. The DCE director-general Tan Meng Leng believes that
t he absence of interest in the project is rooted in public apathy.

Adds his deputy, Rosnani Ibrahim "Wen we want public participation, we
don't get it." But Environmental Protection Society of Ml aysia adviser
@Qurmt Singh counters: "How can nenbers of the public react to sonething
that they don't really know?"

Just like the manner in which the advertisement was witten and pl aced
in the newspaper, little is known about the petrochem cal industry in
Mal aysia in terns of the inpacts it exacts on public health, safety and
the environnent. Inaccessible information on the industry's operation nay
have contributed to the present state.

GQurmt Singh insists: "It is in the interest of the industry to be



transparent. It is part of good environnental performance. In this case
we need to be even nore careful given the fact that UCC was responsi bl e
for the Bhopal industrial disaster."”

On that tragic day, Dec 3, 1984, UCC s pesticide producing plant in
Bhopal , India, |leaked a highly toxic cloud of nethyl isocyanate, killing
2,000 people instantly. Since then, another 8,000 people have died, with
an average of 10 to 15 deaths a month. According to the International
Medi cal Conmi ssi on on Bhopal, the survivors nunbering some 50,000 are
permanent |y di sabl ed. They suffer chiefly from neurotoxicol ogi cal danage
and posttraumati c stress syndrone.

UCC denied liability and shifted the blane to its Indian counterparts
adm st worl dwi de condemmation. After a long | egal battle, UCC paid the
survivors US$470 m | li on.

The Bhopal tragedy has | ed to worl dwi de protest against UCC. In the
United States, there is a strong | obby agai nst the petrochenical industry.

But in Malaysia, the industry enjoys a relatively low profile, although
it contributes a lion share to the nation's earnings - with RML5 billion
of investnent comitted up to the year 2000 and an annual production cl ose
to RML2 billion.

However, as geonorphol ogi st Dr Sharifah Mastura Syed Abdul | ah of
Uni versiti Kebangsaan Mal aysia (UKM points out, the public in general
does not realise the inplication sinply because, "they have no i dea what
it is although the products from petrochemnical industry can be found
virtually in every hone."

Unl ess one is absolutely a die-hard green consumner, it is indeed
i mpossible to avoid using things that are nmade from petrochenicals. The
ubi qui t ous, non-bi odegradabl e pl astics nanifested in various forms and
shapes, di sposabl e di apers, pesticides, solvents, car conponents,
pharnmaceuticals and textiles are just some of the hundreds and thousands
of items churned out by the industry.

Al t hough the end products thenselves give rise to the problens of waste
di sposal, those in the industry would insist that the donestic market is
still very small.

Says an investnment analyst: "Oning to Mal aysia's | arge gas resources -
with 85 trillion cubic feet of proven gas reserves - it has huge potenti al
to be a big producer of petrochem cals.”

Wil e other countries, notably the United States and Gernmany, had
relentl essly devel oped a host of products from hydrocarbon-based material s
(oil, gas and coal) since Wrld War Two, Malaysia only began its foray a
decade ago.

"Conpared with other countries,” notes pol ymer researcher Associate
Professor Dr M Nasir of Universiti Sains Ml aysia's Industrial Technol ogy
departnent, "Malaysia is a relatively new player."

But things are changing fast. Under the national second industrial
master plan (I MP), the petrochenical industry is expected to play a key
role in shaping the country's future. Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Mahathir
Mohamad had recently said the chenical and petrochem cal industry would be
devel oped as a clustered international network over the next 10 years
under the second | MP

Leading the way is Petronas. It intends to turn Malaysia into "a
regi onal petrochenical hub". In a faxed statenent, Petronas says it will
continue to act as the catalyst to expand the petrochem cal industry in
the country.

Petronas will continue to enter joint ventures with foreign partners to
benefit fromtheir technol ogy. Besides UCC, Petronas' partners include BP
Chemi cal s, BASF, |dem tsu Petrochenical and Mtsubishi. Mst of the plants
are concentrated in Kerteh, Kuantan, Pasir Gudang, Johor Baru, Prai,



Bi ntul u and Labuan (See chart).

Gven the flurry of activity, air quality researcher Azman Zai nal Abidin
of Universiti Putra Mal aysia foresees the air quality in these areas to
deteriorate in the near future.

For now, according to Tan of DOE, it appears the air quality is stil
under control. A study on Pasir Qudang's air quality by the departnent
| ast year, he says, shows "nothing extraordi nary"”.

Nevert hel ess, says Azman, the burning of hydrocarbon emits |ots of
vol atil e organi ¢ conpounds. Hydrocarbon, he explains, is a precursor to
the formati on of photochem cal oxidant, which is responsible for snpg.

But he thinks the level of pollutionin Kertihis still under control on
two counts: it is a coastal area facing the relatively open South China
Sea and it has a strong wind systemto disperse and dilute the pollutants.
The Nort h-East nonsoon, which brings heavy rain, also helps to clean up
t he pl ace

Still, Azman is worried. While the primary air pollutants nay not be
high now, in the niddle and long term he cautions, "there is a
possibility that there will be a higher incidence of acid rain."

Acid rain results when air pollutants such as nitrogen oxi de and sul phur
oxide react with moisture in the atnmosphere. And if the Meteorol ogica
Services Departnment's reports on acid rain are of any indication, the
acidity of rain in Kerteh and Kuantan has i ncreased since 1991 (See
chart).

Azman deduces that the authorities will soon have to control the
em ssions. Concurring, Dr Mohd Isa Abdul Majid of the National Poison
Centre says there is a need to ensure that the em ssions do not reach an
unheal thy | evel because hydrocarbon pollutants "are carcinogenic".

There is also the question of expertise. Wat guarantee does Ml aysia
have that there will not be a repeat of Bhopal ? Mal aysia can only hope
mul tinational corporations will not practise doubl e standards by inposing
strict standards in their hone country while being I ax i n devel opi ng

countries as alleged by Tara Jones in her book, Corporate Killing: Bhopals
W1l Happen

Petronas insists that none of the chenicals to be produced with UCCis
toxic. It gives its assurance that both conpanies will "nake all efforts

to assure safety in the production, distribution and di sposal of chenica
products and to take every preventive nmeasure to protect the people in and
outside the plants as well as the environnent." (See acconpanying story)

And if the need arises, says Rosnani of DOE, "we will seek the expertise
of the US Environnmental Protection Agency to hel p us eval uate the project
just as it had done for the central toxic waste treatnment facility at
Bukit Nanas, Negri Senbilan."”

Can Mal aysi a seek confort in the UCC chairman WIlliamH Joyce's
statenent in its honepage that it will be spending US$125 nmillion per
annum over the next five years on worl dwi de expenses related to
envi ronment al protection?

The only way to ensure that UCC and ot her petrochemni cal compani es
operating in the country adhere to internationally accepted standards is
for the public to remain vigilant, says Dr Jasi nuz Zaman of USM s cheni ca
engi neering faculty.

"Public interest groups nmust ensure that the conditions in the EIA are
followed and that all steps to minimse risk are taken," he notes.

There is still an opportunity for the public to exercise their rights.
The detailed EIA for the Petronas-UCC project is expected to be ready in a
month or two and it will be nade avail able for public comment before the
DOE makes a final decision

( END)
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