
Asbestos.

Asbestos, which comes from a Greek word meaning inextinguishable or unquenchable, is a broad term embracing a number of naturally occurred fibrous silicate minerals that are found in particularly every country in the world. Although known to mankind as early as stone Age, when it was used in pottery, wicks in lamps and candles, asbestos was considered a novelty until the late 1870s, when it began to be mined on a commercial basis. It soon achieved enormous industrial importance because of its unique and astonishing physical properties. Due to its flexibility, strength, heat and corrosive resistance, it has found it’s way in to almost everything from ancient mummy to the modern space shuttle. And, because its minuscule fibbers are eminently respirable, asbestos has also found its way into the lungs of human beings, where, by remaining as indestructible as it does in nature, it can wreak terrible havoc.

The adverse biological effects of asbestos were observed in the first century by the Greek geographer Strabo and by the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder, both of whom mentioned in passing a sickness in the lungs of slaves who’s occupation was to weave asbestos into cloth, which later known to be asbestosis. Modern knowledge of asbestosis dates from the year 1900 from a post-mortem of asbestos-textile worker in UK. Since then, over the century, there has been many research and investigation on the occupational health of the asbestos factory worker, with thousands of asbestosis related deaths. The giant industries deprived their workers for decades from knowing what happening with their health as it takes 20 or more years to appear fatal. The turning point for the asbestos based industrialist to shift their business location was perhaps growing damage law suits in USA & Canada not as hazardous. However asbestos use and productions are now away from the law & insurance despite call for international ban.

The commercial tactics of the asbestos are very similar to those of the tobacco industries. In he absence of international sanctions, losses resulting from reduced cigarette consumption in the developing countries are offset by heavy selling in the third world. In similar fashion, the developed world has responded to the asbestos health catastrophe with a progressive ban on the use of asbestos. In response, the asbestos industry is progressively transferring its commercial activities and the health hazard to the third world.

The asbestos industry has a powerful influence over many countries. Condition of the current asbestos use in developing countries now resemble those that existed in the industrialised countries before the dangers of asbestos were widely recognised.

Many developing countries may have been spread exposures to the most dangerous forms of asbestos, but they now feel dependant on the industry, as major global corporation have withdrawn. There is tendency to suppress medical and scientific information, and for arguments that healthy work is luxury that poor countries cannot afford.

Asbestos minerals are divided in two large groups; serpentine and amphibole. There is only one type of asbestos derived from serpentine minerals: Chrysolite also known as white asbestos. Amphibole minerals include other five asbestos specifies: amosite, anthophyllite, crocidolite, tremolite and actinolite. Two of these are the most commercially valuable forms: amosite or brown asbestos and crocidolite or blue asbestos. The other amphibole minerals are of little commercial importance. 

Health risks

Most people do not become ill from the asbestos they are exposed to. Asbestos exposure becomes a health concern when high concentrations of asbestos fibers are inhaled over a long time period. People who become ill from asbestos are almost always those who are exposed on a day-to-day basis in a job where they work directly with the material. As a person's exposure to fibers increases, either by breathing more fibers or by breathing fibers for a longer time, that person's risk of disease also increases. It can take anywhere from 10 to 40 years for someone to develop an asbestos-related illness after their exposure. Disease is very unlikely to result from a single, high-level exposure, or from a short period of exposure to lower levels.
For the general public, the best way to avoid exposure is to avoid breathing in dust as much as possible. We do not know if all of the dust has asbestos. If there is asbestos in the dust, short-term exposures are unlikely to cause harm. 

Workers involved in demolition and removal of the debris from these disasters, should wear respiratory protection (a NIOSH-approved respirator such as an N-95 or more protective respirator). It is essential that when these respirators are used, they are properly fit on the worker. Workers should wear the respirator while working inside established work zones. The respirators are not required outside of the established work zones. Additionally, there are measures that the workers within the zone can take to reduce the dust released. For example, a limited dampening of settled dust with a fine water mist can markedly reduce the amount of dust that is raised by activity. Workers should also remove dusty clothing while wearing respiratory protection and then shower completely and change into fresh clothing before going home to avoid carrying the dust into their cars or homes. 

All forms of asbestos cause asbestosis, a progressive fibrosis and an irreversible and often fatal lung disease, and can (after a latent period of 20 years or more) cause various cancers, especially lung cancer, malignant mesothelioma and gastrointestinal cancer. Asbestos fibbers may enter the body through inhalation (breathing) or ingestion (eating, drinks), the disease may not appear until years after the exposure has occurred. Asbestosis can also causes a build up of scar like tissue in the lungs and results in loss of lung function that often progresses to disability and death. 

Asbestos has been declared a proven human carcinogen by the US environmental protection agency (EPA) in 1989 and issued the “Asbestos ban and Phase out rule”, which would have banned practically all use of asbestos in the US by 1996. In 1991, however, a US court of appeals revoked the ruling. In 1991, the commission of the European communities (CEC) enacted a directive prohibiting the marketing and use of all amphibole fibres and products containing them.  It also prohibited use of 14 categories of chrysotile products, permitting the continuation of use of important chrysotile products such as asbestos cements and friction materials. However, the commission enacted a directive prohibiting the use of asbestos types in the EU member states by the year 2005.  

At high and prolonged levels of exposure, chrysotile asbestos can present potential risks to worker health. However, there is broad scientific consensus that provided they are properly controlled and used, chrysotile asbestos and its modern day products do not pose risks of any significance to public or worker health and the general environment. This view is shared by international health organizations and most countries around the world. 

However, while the philosophy of controlled-use is one thing, practical reality is quite another. To reinforce confidence in controlled-use as an appropriate regulatory approach, the international asbestos industry must demonstrate in a very clear and visible fashion that chrysotile asbestos and its modern day products are being properly handled and used, not only in factories, but on a product life-cycle basis. Without such demonstrations, science holds little importance.

Worlds action/ concern

· The medical danger of asbestos have been apparent to scientist since at least 1955 and there was a German ban as early as 1938, 

· EPA ban in USA 1989 and a complete phase out by Dec 31st 2003. 

· Leading European countries (9 member) issued ban in 1999 and a complete ban by whole EU targeted 2005

· In July 25 2000, WTO has given judgment to French ban on asbestos and rejected Canadian appeal against it.

· In 1977, WHO’s International Agency for research on Cancer (IARC) issued a monograph on asbestos. This document concluded that all forms of asbestos were carcinogenic, and that it was “not possible to assess whether there is a level of exposure in humans below which an increase risk of cancer would not occur.”

· The mineral has now been ban in all of the leading European countries and USA, and the year 2005 is the deadline for ban by all EU countries. 

Oxfam concerns.

Oxfam get requests from its partner or field office to whether to use asbestos especially in housing/shelter programme as roofing/construction materials in the countries where asbestos widely used and comparably cheaper than other materials.

Oxfam work in developing countries with poor people where asbestos products have got safe heaven. There are no health systems, laws and insurance to protect occupational health. Moreover, poor consumers do not have choice and are deprived from right to be heard. Oxfam promote fair trade and support implementation of environmental and industrial hygiene standard which may critical to the failure or success of manufacturer in the developing countries. By considering followings; 

1. Fair trade rules allowed for measures “necessary to protect human, animal or plant life or health”. (Oxfam’s ethical purchase policy “health and safety of Oxfam beneficiaries and or any act that do not poses risk to health and well being of others)?? Don’t what EP policy is”

2. Assuming that factories in the developing countries do not have adequate safety protection and long term health care/ insurance for their worker. 

3. Although asbestos is not inherently dangerous in its installation or in normal use for the Oxfam’s direct beneficiaries. But the factory workers, those exposed to asbestos dust are not better off then Oxfam housing beneficiaries. 

4. Asbestos causes great risks in the manufacture, disposal and maintenance phases. If the asbestos materials left undisturbed, the health risks is deemed minimal.

Oxfam’s ( PHT) position)

· Oxfam will not use and purchase asbestos products in their humanitarian or development programme especially roofing and building materials. 

· If there are no alternatives and people do not accept other than asbestos, Oxfam will consider not to support or involved in specific component of the work. 

· At this stage Oxfam is not in position to challenge asbestos producing or marketing country’s law and industrial hygiene standard, it will not involve in campaign against govt policy alone. If the international ban applies Oxfam will support.

Appendix 01

4000 BC: asbestos used for wicks in lamps and candles. He substance was known as “asbestos”, meaning inextinguishable or unquenchable.

2000-3000 BC: Embalmed bodies of Egyptian pharaohs were wrapped in asbestos clothes to offset the ravages of time.

2500 BC: Used in Finland to strengthen clay pot

800-900: Anecdotal evidence of Charlemagne’s tablecloth being made from woven asbestos

1000: Mediterranean’s used chrysolite from Cyprus and tremolite from upper Italy for the fabrication of cremation cloths, mats and wicks for temple lamps.

1300-1400: Marco Polo visited asbestos mine in China in the latter half of 13th century. He concluded that asbestos was a stone and laid to rest the myth that asbestos was the hair of a woolly lizard.

Early 1700’s: Evidence that asbestos papers and boards were made as early as 1700 in Italy

1712: Chrysolite mined in Russia during the rein of Peter the Great.

1724: Benjamin Franklin brought a purse made of asbestos to England. The purse is now in the Natural History Museum.

1805: Blue asbestos (crocidolite) first discovered in Orange (South Africa) and was originally named “Woolstone”.

1828: The first known US patent issued for asbestos insulating material used in steam engine

1850: Chrysolite first discovered in Quebec, Canada at the Thedford mines.

Cicra 1853: Asbestos helmet and jackets worn by Parisian fire Brigrade.

1860’s: Packing and gaskets were produced , as mixture of asbestos and organic fibrous materials.

1866: Moulded lagging materials made from water-glass and asbestos

1866: Italian asbestos industry based on tremolite asbestos dates back to 1866.

Early 1870’s: Founding of large asbestos industries in Scotland, Germany and England with the production of “asbestos boards”.

1870’s: The “modern” asbestos industry commenced in Canada and USSR, when large deposits of chrysolite were extensively exploited.

1880: The American asbestos Industry is founded with the use of Italian asbestos to manufacture asbestos paper and board.

1886: Asbestos pipe lagging materials, based on 85% magnesia, were developed.

1896: First asbestos brake linings were made by Ferodo Limited in England. Made by impregnating woven asbestos brake bands with resin.

1897: Viennese physicians wrote than emaciation and pulmonary problems left no doubt that (asbestos) dust inhalation was the cause.

1898: England, Lady Inspectors of factories wrote regarding the asbestos manufacturing process “..on account of their easily demonstrated danger to the health of the workers, and because of ascertained cases of injury to bronchial tubes and lungs medically attributed to the employment of the sufferers”.

1899: First patent for the manufacture of asbestos cement sheet in Germany.

1900: Initially patented in 1896, first high-pressure asbestos gaskets made by Klinger in Austria.

1900: Commencement of mining of anthopyllite in Finland.

1906: Asbestos brake lining manufactured in USA.

1907: Amosite (brown asbestos) discovered in Transvaal, South Africa. The word amosite derived from an acronym of “asbestos Mines of South Africa” from the Amosa mine.

1913: First asbestos pipe develop in Italy

1915: asbestos brake lining manufactured in Germany.

1919: Standard corrugated sheet introduced in Australia by Hardies.

1920’s: Large asbestos companies experimented on ways of weaving asbestos. Succeeded, but chrysolite and crocidolite were the only fibbers to be woven commercially. Crocidolite being almost exclusively used for manufacture of asbestos mattresses for steam trains.

1931: Asbestos industry regulations were passed in the UK to address concerns that asbestos exposure, particularly among textile factory workers led to lung damage.

1939: In the film ‘The Wizard of Oz’, the Wicked Witch of the West appeared on a broom made of asbestos.

1938: German industrial regulation on production and use of asbestos on health & safety aspects.

1939-1945: Wartime paraphernalia including fireproof suits and parachute flares contained asbestos.

1945-1975: Post-war construction projects relied heavily on the use of asbestos reaching all time high in 1973.

1960s: Health concerns began to surface in the US and UK after studies revealed that low levels of asbestos exposure could be more dangerous than previously thought.

1990: The solid fuel boosters of the Space Shuttle are insulated with asbestos. One of the few remaining current uses.


