Gas Odorant: Gas explosions due to authorities' negligence
Report by Parvez Reza, Ekattor TV

Over the past five years, there have been over 100 incidents of natural or methane gas
explosions across the country, resulting in more than a hundred fatalities. Particularly, 38
people perished in explosions in Siddique Bazar and Moghbazar alone, according to the Bomb
Disposal Unit, a special police team investigating these incidents. Their findings indicate that
prior to these explosions, residents were unaware of gas accumulations in enclosed spaces.

According to the Natural Gas Safety Regulations of 1991, a special odorant must be added to
gas before it is supplied to households to help people detect if there is any leak. However,
people nowadays cannot really detect any odor from the gas. Are the authorities no longer
using this key odorant? If so, why? Parvez Reza investigates this pressing issue.

Package

(File footage)

On the night of June 27, 2021, a massive explosion at the 'Bengal Meat' shop in Moghbazar,
Dhaka, killed 12 people. Later, on March 7, 2023, a seven-storey building in Siddique Bazar
collapsed due to another massive explosion where 26 people died. Police investigations
revealed that both incidents were caused by gas accumulation from the Titas gas line.
According to police data, over the past five years, there have been more than 100 such
explosions attributed to gas accumulation.

Sync: Rahmat Ullah Chowdhury, Additional Deputy Commissioner, Counter Terrorism &
Transnational Crime (CTTC) of Bangladesh Police

(In a five-year timeframe, more than 100 incidents have been reported to the police as gas
explosions. In terms of fatalities, over a hundred people have died in these incidents.)

Gas leakage can always cause a fire, but how come it turn around like a bomb explosion? To
find the answer, we visited the Department of Chemical Engineering at BUET. Associate
Professor Dr. Md. Easir Arafat Khan explained that methane gas is lighter than other gases.
Therefore, even a very small hole in a gas line within a closed room allows the gas to
accumulate along the ceiling. When the concentration of methane reaches 5 to 15 percent of
the total air in the room, it can explode like a bomb with just a slight spark.

Sync: Dr. Md. Easir Arafat Khan, Associate Professor, Department of Chemical Engineering,
Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology (Buet)

(If a flammable mixture is formed somewhere due to such highly flammable materials, this
energy can come from anywhere and there will be an explosion.)

Natural gas is odorless. Therefore, section 76 of the Natural Gas Safety Regulations, 1991
states that a special odorant must be added before its supply to households to help users
quickly detect if there is a gas leak. But did anyone notice any smell before these recent
explosions?

Sync: Rahmat Ullah Chowdhury, Additional Deputy Commissioner of Police, CTTC



(We didn't find anyone who reported smelling anything or detecting odorants.)

Is Titas not adding this odorant to the gas? At the request of Ekattor TV, the chemical
engineering department of BUET investigated the matter. The chemical mixed with the gas as
an odorant is called Mercaptan. Detection tubes for Mercaptan were brought from Japan to
test whether it is present in the natural gas supply.

We visited Moghbazar along with BUET researchers to test whether Titas is using any odorants
in supplied gas. We collected gas samples from a building just opposite the building where the
gas explosion occurred in 2021. Residents there described how terrified they were by the
explosion in Moghbazar.

Voxpop:

(The noise was so loud that it is beyond explanation. I've never heard such noise in my life.
At first, | didn't understand what happened. The whole building shook.)

Gas samples were also collected from another house at Dilu Road in Moghbazar. Then, we
went to Mohammadpur and Kallyanpur. All the residents of the houses visited confirmed they
never smell any gas.

Voxpop:

(If there was a leak in the cylinder, we would know, the whole house could smell. There is no
such odor in gas from the line.)

(We don't notice the pungent smell that is supposed to be present when working with the
gas.)

The samples were taken to BUET lab. In each sample test, it was found that there was no
presence of the odor generating Mercaptan in any of them.

There was no trace of Mercaptan even after testing direct gas from the Titas line connected
to BUET's lab.

This time, samples were also taken from an LPG cylinder in the lab. In this sample, however,
the existence of Mercaptan was found for a short time in a very small amount of gas.

Sync: Dr. Md. Easir Arafat Khan, Associate Professor, Department of Chemical Engineering,
Buet

(The color of the gas test tube is yellow. If there is a smell or odor or Mercaptan, then it will
turn into a reddish colour. So today we have analyzed four samples of natural gas and one
LPG gas. We only found the colour changes and presence of five ppm of odorant in LPG gas.
But we did not see any colour change in four natural gases collected from different places of
Dhaka city that we analyzed. This indicates the collected natural gas samples do not have
the presence of odorants in our detection limit, there is no presence of odor. Again, we can't
smell it physically.)

To reconfirm, BUET researchers were taken to two houses in Dhanmondi and Agamasi Lane in
Old Dhaka on the second day. This time, instead of bringing a gas sample in the bag, it was



tested directly through tube. There is no existence of the odor causing chemical Mercaptan
here too.

Gas was being supplied through an LPG hub in the building next door. Mercaptan's presence
and smell were found in the samples collected from the LPG in that building.

Mid PTC:

Titas is the key supplier of gas for 12 districts of the country. Apart from this, five more gas
distribution companies - Jalalabad, Bakhrabad, Karnaphuli, Paschimanchal and the
Sundarbans supply gas to other parts of the country. We are now visiting several districts,
including Cumilla, Feni, and Chattogram, to determine if the distribution companies in those
areas are adding the odorant we've been discussing.

Cumilla, the district is under Bakhrabad Gas Supply Company. Two houses in the city's
Kandirpar and Court Para were tested for gas sample and the presence of Mercaptan was
found in very small doses. But there is no smell. | can't smell anything.

Voxpop:

(There was a hole in the pipe, so when the flame was directed in that direction due to air, it
caught fire. | noticed there was an issue with my stove, but | didn't detect any strong smell
or symptoms with the gas stove.)

Sync: Afig Muhammad Saad, Researcher, BUET

(Although we found Mercaptan in the natural gas here, it is very little. Also, when we ask
this homeowner if they smell it, they replied without any doubt that they don't.)

This photo is from 26th December last year. The entire family of three members died due to
the gas explosion in a Feni house. After four months, we went to the same house in Feni town
which is under Bakhrabad Gas Company to find the existence of odorant in the gas.

It was seen that a new line has now been installed next to the old gas line of the house. The
caretaker of the house said they installed new pipes on the advice of the gas authorities. But
they never smelled odor of gas.

Mid PTC
(It's line gas. Do you smell anything?)

Voxpop: No.

Mid PTC

(What we can see from the gas test is that no Mercaptan or odorant is added here. If it had
been added, this family might have survived.)

Now we are in the second largest city in the country, Chattogram, under the Karnaphuli Gas
Supply Company. Sample tests in gas lines of two houses of Agrabad and Khulshi did not find



any odor-causing substance. Similarly, the presence of Mercaptan was not found in Sirajganj,
which is under the Pashchimanchal Gas Supply Company.

Of the total six gas marketing companies, except Jalalabad and the Sundarbans, only a small
amount of odorant was found in Cumilla, which is under Bakhrabad Gas Supply Company, but
it was not found in Feni. Also, in the gas supplied by the other three companies, Titas,
Karnaphuli and Pashchimanchal, no odor-causing substance was found.

Sync: Md. Easir Arafat Khan, Department of Chemical Engineering, BUET

(We have done an on-spot analysis by sampling. What we found through on-spot analysis is
that we can't smell any odor of the gas. Even in more than 95% of the places we went, we did
not smell the gas. And we couldn't even detect it with a detector.)

Mid PTC:

(The gas from the gas field comes to the pipeline of the gas transmission company first and
from there it is dispersed throughout Bangladesh through different distribution companies.
And the distribution companies set up a few distribution points to supply gas within the city,
they are called City Gas Stations. There is such a city gas station in Demra of Dhaka city from
where gas is supplied everywhere through the pipeline and from there this Mercaptan or
odorant or odorant substance is supposed to be added. We are now going to that station in
Demra to know the situation there.)

Gas is supplied to the capital from this city gate station in Demra. At this station, a tank for
the odor-causing Mercaptan was found, but it is currently inactive.

(I think it's closed now.)

Voxpop

(This is because it smells so strong that our employees don't want to work here. Many times,
there was a problem of breathing difficulties.)

Scales outside the tank showed Mercaptan lying at the bottom.

Voxpop

(We have this much odorant. When | add more, it will reach this level.”

According to Titas' claim, the manager of Titas responded to the question of why there is no
smell despite adding odorant—

Sync: Aminur Rahman Talukder, Manager, Titas

(It is currently added at a very controlled rate. As a result, people do not smell it normally.)

Sync- Professor M Shamsul Alam, Energy Specialist

(There's no point in adding if you don't get the smell. He's just doing formalities, doing it
negligently that have no impact. No work without impact can really be acceptable.)



On the night of April 24, 2023, panic gripped people due to the smell of gas in various areas of
Dhaka. Titas claimed it was due to excessive gas pressure. However, the truth is that Titas
added Mercaptan in the appropriate amount that day. Nonetheless, the presence of many
holes in the gas supply line allowed the odor to spread throughout the city.

The Managing Director of Titas also acknowledged it saying now they are using less odorant to
avoid panic.

Sync- Harunur Rashid Mollah, Managing Director, Titas

(Our pipelines are 60/70 years old. There are some holes in these lines through which gas
leaks when there is heavy pressure. And the other holes do not leak gas. Odorant is being
added, but not that much.)

Sync- Professor M Shamsul Alam, Energy Specialist

(Here, the gas leaks when the pressure is high, and when the pressure is low, there is no
leak. This indicates a leak, which is unacceptable. The gas service is being provided with a
faulty system, endangering lives. How irresponsible is this to allow such conditions to
persist? We demand that deaths resulting from gas explosions be treated as homicides. The
names of those involved in this negligence should be disclosed. All individuals involved in the
gas supply chain should be held accountable.)

Sync: Md. Easir Arafat Khan, Department of Chemical Engineering, BUET

(There is technology available to detect these gas leakages. With sensors, you can pinpoint
the spots where gas is leaking. Since natural gas is odorless, relying solely on smell is not
feasible for detection. Therefore, adding odorant is crucial for safety. Any leaks must be
identified and promptly addressed. It is unacceptable and criminal to neglect the addition of
odorant because of the inability to maintain pipelines.)

There is an obligation to use odors in the regulations made by the government. But due to
such irresponsible behavior of marketing companies, public safety is now under extreme
threat.

PTC

(There is no odor, so there is no leakage, so there is no responsibility for gas leakage. We
cannot even guess how much risk we are putting into our lives due to this policy of gas supply
companies.

Despite many incidents like Moghbazar, Siddique Bazar, Narayanganj, Science Laboratory and
Feni, no minimum measures were taken by the gas supply companies. In addition, police
allege that Titas is not cooperating in the investigation of the cases filed in Moghbazar and
Siddique Bazar. So maybe because of their indifference, a new gas chamber is being built
somewhere in the city right now, it only takes a small spark for disaster to strike again. This
indifference may result in further loss of lives.)
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