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Accident-prone Mexico 
Lilia A. Albert 

0 fthe world's 55 most serious 
chemical accidents on 
record - and they include 

those of Seveso, Bhopal, and 
Chemobyl- nine (more than 15%) 
have occurred in Mexico. The current 
rate of chemical accidents in this 
country is one major accident every 
18 months and many smaller ones 
occur frequently at industrial facilities 
or during the transport of hazardous 
chemicals. This is far higher than for 
any other country, regardless of its 
stage of development. 

The results of such accidents are 
human suffering and fmancialloss, as 
well as long-term problems. For 
example, after the Guadalajara gaso
line explosion in April 1992, which 
caused 202 deaths, 15% of all the 
demonstrations staged in the city the 
following year were directly related to 
the accident. The costs, including 
rebuilding and compensation, are well 
over US$ 200 million so far. 

In 1984, a few days before the 
Bhopal disaster in India, there was an 
explosion caused by liquified petro
leum gas (LPG) in San Juanico, on the 
outskirts of Mexico City. Despite 
official recognition of some of the 
causes for the explosion and public 
demands to relocate the LPG plants 
elsewhere, they are still there. Several 
documented gas leakages have occur
red since then and there are constant 
complaints in the community about 
the smell of gas. 

Long-term health problems 

Following an explosion at the 
Anaversa pesticide plant which 
occurred in May 1991 in the city of . 
Cordoba, the community appealed to 

In April 19 92, gasoline leaked into o sewage pipeline in Guadalajara, Mexico, causing a 
devastating chain of explosions; more than 200 people died. 

Nine very serious chemical 
accidents have taken place in 
Mexico. So far, not enough 
has been done to guard 
against future disasters with 
their toll of deaths, injuries 
and financial loss. However, 
public awareness of the risks 
is a major new force to which 
the authorities must respond. 

the National Human Rights Commis
sion which conveyed a recommenda
tion to several authorities, but this has 
not yet been complied with complete
ly. The community still complains of 
health problems, particularly neuro
logical ones, which they attribute to 
the chemicals released by the explo
sion; and there is still no proper envi
ronmental impact assessment of the 
consequences of the explosion and its 
possible long-term effects on human 
health. 

These accidents do not only cause 
loss of human lives and economic 
damage but also social unrest as in the 
case of the Guadalajara accident. The 
country spends much money on 
compensation and repairs which could 
be better used if a small part of it
possibly less than 5% - were devoted 
to detecting hazardous facilities and 
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activities, preventing accidents, train
ing first-response personnel, providing 
them with adequate protective equip
ment and, in general, making the 
country better prepared for emergen
cies. 

Although it is true that chemical 
accidents happen in every country, 
they should alert the authorities to 
tighten regulations, improve enforce
ment, and introduce changes that 
eventually will lead to a reduction in 
the frequency and severity of such 
accidents. Mexico ought to be a good 
example for other developing coun
tries, since this experience could be 
used to start preparing the necessary 
mechanisms to control chemical 
accidents before they reach the magni
tude they have in Mexico. 

Several steps need to be taken, 
even if the chemical emergencies that 
occur are small and not frequent. 
Since the Guadalajara explosion, for 
example, there have been positive 
changes in official attitudes, with 
reorganization of the national system 
of civil protection, activation of civil 
protection units in every municipality, 
seminars on accident prevention, and 
the introduction of new regulations. 
These measures might never have 
been taken if it had not been for the 
explosion in Guadalajara. 

Greater community awareness 

There is still a long way to go before 
Mexico develops accident prevention 
measures in proportion to the number 
of hazardous facilities and the quanti
ties of hazardous chemicals that are 
imported, produced and used in the 
country, as well as trains all the tech
nical people required and provides 
them with protective equipment. Yet 
there have been important changes 
and the clock will not be put back. Not 
the least of these changes is the grow
ing awareness in the communities of 
the hazards that the storage, transport 
and manufacture of chemicals rep
resent - hazards that were taken for 
granted until very recently. 

People organize themselves 

In all the recent cases of chemical 
accidents, it was the community that 
alerted the authorities, surrounded the 
facility and pressed for its closure. In 
at least one case, the people forced the 
authorities to close the plant and 
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obliged its owners to provide medical 
attention to the people who had been 
exposed. They have also organized 
themselves to help in controlling the 
accident, as occurred at Anaversa, or 
to search for the dead and injured 
among the rubble as in Guadalajara. 
This awareness is a major new 
phenomenon and a force that will 
have to be reckoned with in the future. 

The most important lesson for 
other countries is that they should start 
acting immediately if their chemical 
facilities are more than 20 years old, 
or if they are using increasing quanti
ties of hazardous substances. It is far 
better to start tightening up their 
regulations after the first minor 
emergencies and to take serious note 
of accidents in other countries, than 
to dismiss the Guadalajaras and the 
Sevesos just because they took place 
far away. An ounce of prevention is 
worth a pound of cure! • 
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Explosion in a pesticide manufacturing plant in Cordoba, Mexico, in 
1991 . 

A Red Cross team rescues casualties suffering from different degrees of 
asphyxiation . 


