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Prayers urged for victims affected by chemical spill in
West Virginia
by Colleen Rowan by Catholic News Service
Wheeling, W.Va. — Bishop Michael Bransfield of Wheeling-Charleston asked the state's Catholics to
join him in praying for the 300,000 people affected by the Jan. 9 chemical spill in the southern region of
the state.
He asked for the prayers during the televised Mass he celebrated Saturday at the Cathedral of St. Joseph
in Wheeling, noting the many people who were still suffering in Charleston and the surrounding area who
had not had access to clean water for days.
"We pray for those affected by the disaster that has fallen upon Charleston and nine counties in the south
where people are without water, and we pray for those who are working hard to make sure that it reaches
them," Bransfield said at the beginning of the Mass. "I ask you all to please join me in praying for them."
The disaster occurred when a chemical used in the coal preparation process leaked from a tank at a
Freedom Industries facility into the Elk River, which flows into the Kanawha River through Charleston.
A ban on using tap water was issued late afternoon Jan. 9, and the following day a federal disaster
declaration was issued for West Virginia. Fire stations were offering free water to people. The West
Virginia National Guard was helping the West Virginia American Water Co. flush water lines.
A story from The Associated Press on Sunday quoted the company's president, Jeff McIntyre, as saying
the ban on using water would be lifted zone by zone but he didn't know when that could begin.
President Barack Obama signed the emergency declaration making federal disaster assistance available to
West Virginia to supplement state and local response efforts in Kanawha, Boone, Cabell, Clay, Jackson,

Lincoln, Logan, Putnam and Roane counties. Officials said the chemical is not deadly, but can cause
nausea, vomiting, and skin and eye irritations, among other complications.
Bransfield said when a disaster like that occurs, it always takes the hardest toll on those who are most
vulnerable, especially those living in remote areas of the region.
He commended the many people from Catholic Charities West Virginia, the Federal Emergency
Management Agency, or FEMA, as well as priests and laity from Charleston-area parishes and many
others working to assist those in need by providing bottled water and other assistance.
"We ask the Lord to have this burden lifted quickly," Bransfield said in his homily. "We pray for those
who do not have access to water and we give thanks for those who are working to make sure they get it
and for taking care of those affected.
"There are so many trying to help -- from our Basilica of the Co-Cathedral of the Sacred Heart in
Charleston, the people of Catholic Charities, those working in hospitals and with FEMA," he added. "We
thank them and pray for them, and we pray for those still suffering."
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[Colleen Rowan is editor of The Catholic Spirit, newspaper of the diocese of Wheeling-Charleston.]
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