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FLOURISH AFTER FIRE: ECOLOGICAL RESTORATION AFTER
BAGHJAN OIL BLOWOUT

- M. Mohanapriya & K. Balajit

INTRODUCTION:

Historically, Assam was known as Mung dun chunkham. It is situated in North East India, which
is renowned for having abundant natural resources and biodiversity. The first oil well was drilled
in 1866 after crude oil was discovered in the late 19th century. The first and oldest oil wells in
India are both at Digboi. Crude oil was discovered in Tinsukia area of Assam after digboi at
many locations. On May 27, 2020, at about 10.30 a.m., oil spilled from the Baghjan well no. 5 of
Oil India Limited[OIL]. Uncontrolled natural gas emission from a well. Different biological and
safety-related crises are being caused by it. And it was the ninth of June 2020; the gas leak had
been ongoing for 12 days. Oil and Natural Gas Corporation Ltd. (ONGC) assisting the crisis
management team in their efforts to control the situation. the tools and supplies needed for the
snubbing operation at the baghjan well site of OIL. The well-killing operation's snubbing squad
was brought in from Canada and was named Calgary. After 173 days of arduous battle, the
breach was eventually sealed on November 15, 2020, using a method called snubbing. It took
just six months to seal the leak and put out the fire. Well No. 5 was subsequently abandoned on
December 3, 2020.

IMPORTANCE OF BLOWOUT SURROUNDINGS

The DibruSaikhowa National Park in Assam, which has very rare and endangered species like
Gangetic dolphins, as well as herds of wild horses, tigers, capped langurs, hoolock gibbons, slow
loris, and several rare butterflies and fish, is connected to the Baghjan Qil Field, which is located
in a very eco-sensitive area. The Dehing Patkai wildlife refuge, also touches the Namdapha

National Park. A biodiversity hotspot in Indo-Burma includes these areas. In addition, Baghjan
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lies relatively close to the Indo-Burma biodiversity hotspot. A place where the three rivers Siang,
Dibang, and Lohit converge to form the river Brahmaputra is where the DibruSaikhowa National
Park and Biosphere Reserve is located.

The baghjan gas well no. 5 is about 900 meters from the national park’s center and 300 meters
from the edge of the park's buffer forest. Unique biodiversity may be found in the national parks
of Kaziranga Orang and Dibru Saikhowa. Baghjan's geography made it susceptible to
earthquakes. According to the 2011 census, 4,488 people were living in the neighborhood of
Baghjan village. According to data from the Dibru National Park and Maguri Wetland, the
region is home to over 40 species of animals, 450 species of birds, 104 species of fish, 11 species
of chelonians, 18 species of reptiles, 23 species of snakes, 165 species of butterflies, and 680
species of plants. Wild buffalo, barking deer, and a variety of avifauna are among the flora and
fauna that call the water basins and surrounding grasslands home. The marsh is recognized as a
crucial bird location by birdlife International, a global alliance of NGOs. The wildlife sanctuary
in Bherjan-Borajan and Padumoni is the following significant conservation area. The
MaguriMotapung Beel is located to the south of Bherjan-Borajan, which is 6 kilometers from the
blast site. Podumoni is located 8 km to the west of the blast site. These places were home to

hoolock gibbons and are a haven for butterflies.

IMPACTS AFTERMATH OF BAGHJAN BLOWOUT
"The natural resources of the communities like forests, wildlife, hillock, flora and fauna maintain
delicate ecological balance. They need to be protected for a proper and healthy environment
which is the essence of Article 21 of the constitution.™
Long-term environmental harm from the Baghjan oil well has affected the region's ecosystem

and economy. A mixture of propane, methane, propylene and other gasses was being blown by

winds up to five kilometers before the gas well-caught fire. On the south side of the site, across

an estimated area of 589 ha, the probing panel calculates that 64,000 kg of condensate oil
containing heavy hydrocarbons may have fallen within a 3 km radius of the blast. Around the
flame, 102 hectares were partially burned and almost 24 ha were badly burned. Due to the
Baghjan blowout, there was a documented direct loss of 55% of biodiversity. Hazardous and
poisonous chemical leaks pose a threat to life and are known to linger in soil and water systems

for long periods. The explosion in the vicinity of Dibru-Saikhowa National Park blanketed trees,
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tea bushes, and water bodies. Many residents of the adjacent villages were at risk of losing their
lives due to the fire. 2000 people were evacuated as the Baghjan oil field battles a huge explosion
or disaster. The catastrophe severely damaged biodiversity, vegetation, and animals. A total of
25,825 animals from 41 genera and families died. Larvae, nests, and eggs were harmed, as well
as the habitats of these creatures and their young. pollute the rivers and lakes that feed the
national park and the MaguriMotapung Beel. 60 to 70 acres of the region were devastated.
Houses are burning, bamboo groves are on fire, and trees and trees are on fire as the fire spreads
radially from the riverside about 700-800 meters away.

However, not much could be seen from Riverside alone due to the fire's intense heat. 12.07 sq
km of the Dibru-saikhowa National Park were disturbed. A total of 213 ha of woodland, 523 ha
of grassland, 172 ha of regions protecting rivers and streams, and 1,632 ha of wetland all
sustained varied degrees of damage. More than 29,000 scheduled and unscheduled wild animals
and organisms perished in it, along with three animals that are classified on schedule 1 of the
Wildlife (Protection) Act of 1872, including two hoolock gibbons and a Gangetic river dolphin.
Earth's population is 70% dead. The plant community appears to have been negatively impacted
by the oil leaks, particularly horticultural and crops. Crop output might eventually decrease.
People in the area have headaches as a result of vibration, loud noise, and breathing problems.
Residents, notably pregnant mothers, reported having underlying mental health conditions such
as persistent worry and palpitations. The disaster Killed locals' cattle and severely destroyed
numerous homes in the adjacent villages, inflicting enormous losses in property. A safety zone
has been established within a 1.5 km radius. The foliage, the Beel, the riverside, as well as
numerous types of river wildlife, including birds and animals, are all coated with a fine film of
oil. A Gangetic dolphin's body that had been coated in a thin layer of condensate was discovered
in the MaguriMotapung Beel on May 29, 2020. Organic compounds have been proven to be the
cause of a dolphin's death. The oil leak harmed the hoolock gibbons in Barekuri. The majority of
large animals have left the region. It is a significant incident that may have disastrous effects on
the ecology. Other than the top 15-20 most common birds, the majority of bird species have only

been recorded once. Due to continual flame dying in the region, moths and butterflies have

suffered greatly. Damselflies and odonates have been particularly harmed. Odonate deficiency

may harm the butterfly population. In response to the "emotional torture™ brought on by the

accident and the wait for compensation, a fish farmer allegedly killed himself on July 18. The
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17.5 million tonnes of carbon dioxide that were released into the atmosphere as a result of the
Baghjan explosion increased global concern about climate change and global warming. For
hydrocarbon explorers in the public and commercial sectors, fixing accountability and imposing
the compensation amount necessary for ecological restoration will serve as a lesson to be more

cautious and guarantee safe drilling practices.

LACUNAS
"Article 48A of Indian Constitution provides that the state shall endeavor to protect and improve
the environment and safeguard the forests and wildlife of the country."
Environmental and societal injustice are displayed when OIL's carelessness and recklessness
cause blowouts and explosions.
1) Following independence, the Indian government kept exploring oil and natural gas on
indigenous lands and areas without seeking the consent of the indigenous population.
2) Oil fields are constantly being sold and leased to various private enterprises, and even
public sector organizations are enabling third-party firms to operate certain oil rigs and

oil pumps without previous public authorization.

The operation of well no. 5 to a third-party private company namely, John Energy.

After the leak, the State Forest Department also requested an explanation from Qil India
Limited for its actions in response to reports of dead fish in nearby waterways. The
Wildlife Institute of India, an organization that falls under the Ministry of Environment,
Forest and Climate Change, published a report in which it claimed that Oil India Limited
had neglected to address security issues following two prior leaks in the Assamese cities
of Dikom and Naharkatia.

Despite being within a few hundred meters from the DibruSaikhowa National Park, well
number 5 did not receive a wildlife clearance for its location in the area.

Of all onshore blowouts, the Baghjan blowout may be the largest and greatest onshore
disaster to date in the history of the globe, according to the 1,654-page study in three
volumes. According to the study, It cannot be disputed that this blowout tragedy had
forced more than a thousand households into the streets, and roughly 300-400 families
lost all they had close to the blowout site. They suffered trauma, and no amount of money

could make up for what they lost. The November 1, 2011, environmental clearance that
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the Union Ministry of Environment, Forest, and Climate Change provided for the project
was determined to be flawed since it stated that there were no national parks and animal
sanctuaries within 10 kilometers of the project.

According to the assessment, Oil India Limited's two Environment Impact Assessment
Reports were found lacking in quality and substance and did not come up to the mark
necessary for competent ecological handling of such a sensitive project near to a national
park and a biodiversity hotspot. It appears that neither the provided findings/data nor the
EIA reports were critically analyzed.

Despite the leasing area partially included the Dibru-Saikhowa National Park and the
Bherjan-Borajan-Padumoni Wildlife Sanctuary, there was no previous authorization
under the Forest Conservation Act, 1980, for the petroleum mining license awarded to
OIL.

9) OIL had begun building the pipeline before it received NBWL clearance.

10) The Assam government revised its plan in response to a suggestion from the Union
Environment Ministry, reducing the eco-sensitive zone along the DibruSaikhowa
National Park's southern limit to zero kilometers.

11) After an inquiry found that the business had started drilling operations there without first
getting environmental permissions, Assam's SPCB ordered Oil India Limited to stop all
production at the oil field, but Oil objected to the ruling.

12) OIL has delayed and shown no will to pay appropriate compensation to locals

RESTORATION
Assam, one of eight states in eastern India that are most sensitive to climate change, has

announced the establishment of a dedicated department to address the issue. According to the

analysis, it might take at least ten years for the most severely damaged ecosystem to recover 70—

80 percent of its previous worth, although the flowing river system might recover sooner. The
practical solution to the problem of striking a balance between protecting the environment and
using natural resources for human development is to lessen reliance on fossil fuels, switch from
gasoline and diesel vehicles to electric ones, and accelerate the transition to climate-safe
renewable energy to meet the necessary energy demand. In Assam's MaguriMotapung Beel, a

mandarin duck was observed for the first time in more than a century. The most recent sighting is
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the first in 118 years, according to reports, since the duck was last spotted in the region in 1902.

That rare duck is a positive sign that the beel is reviving after the devastating Baghjan gas well
fire of Oil India Limited.
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