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ASBEST
KILLS

Most of us are aware, as of
late, a lot of publicity has
been given to the material
asbestos. The controversial Y
programme screened by Yorksh-
ire T.V., "Alice A Fight For
Life", whiched slammed the
materials use in industry, as
done much to enlighten public
awareness to the health risks
associated with asbestos con-
taining materails.

Why so much controversy sh-
ould surround asbestos, is in
itself cause for much discuss-
ion, when one considers that
there is not one single use
for which asbestos is really
necessary and that, many people
will die for something as in-
significant as an oven glove,
a vinyl floor tile or the pad
of an ironing board, then the
public must ask itself why, in
spite of the hazards do we con-
tinue to use asbestos?

The answer to this must ob-
viously lie in the fact that
asbestos is profitable. Brit-
ains largest asbestos company,
Turner and Newall, last year
turned over a profit of Ã8.5
million. Just how much things
have changed can been seen in
the fact that in June of this
year and prior to Yorkshire
T.V.s documentary, Turners
informed shareholders, "that
much of the steam had gone out
of the anti-asbestos lobby and
that there was not that much
concern in the UK."

Does this sound like a com-
pany that proclaims to be work-
ing its butt off to find alt-
ernatives to asbestos? Why
Turners should find so much
difficulty in finding substit-
utes is strange to say the
least, when you consider that
in 1980 alone, 1,000 and more
patents were filed relating
to asbestos substitutes. Per-
haps, the answer to this problem
may lie in the fact that Turners
themselves have significantly
reduced their staff working on
research into substitutes.

It is often argued that of

if

the different types of asbestos
only the blue type (crocidolite)
is dangerous. It is an opinion
I myself have heard all to fre-
quently and is a dangerous myth
however popular a notion it may
be. In Britain alone, a trem-
endous amount of research is
taking place which suggests
that one fibre, be it blue, wh-
ite or brown, can kill. During
the l970's a voluntary ban was
put on Blue asbestos in this
country. However, it is inter-
esting to note that blue asbest-
os at the time amounted to only
5% of the industries business.
This has led many to conclude
that, blue asbestos albeit ex-
trmely hazardous, has been used
as a convenient scapegoat, which
consequently as left the other
varieties virtually unaffected.

The most damning evidence to
date against white asbestos (ch-
rysotile), is that of Professor
Irving Selikoff, of Mount Sinai
Medical School, New York. For
the last forty years he has been
studying 632 New York asbestos
insulation workers who, in the
main, have been working with wh-
ite asbstos. Of the 632 all but
100 have now died. He maintains
that of a comparable number of
people chosen at random and
matched for age,sex etc., stat-
istically, one would expect that
of these, 64 would die of can-
cer. Of the age group he stud-
ied, cancer killed 238 of the

men. Furthermore, one would
expect of the group chosen at
random 16 would die of lung
cancer. Of the 632 insulation
workers, 105 died of lung can-
cer
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and 50 died of mesothelioma
chances that anyone would
of this disease are one or
in ten thousand.

You may ask what is the gov-
ernment doing about it? The
answer to that is quite simply,
little or nothing. The fact
that at least 200 former empl-
oyees of Acre Mill, Hebden
Bridge, a factory once owned
by Cape Asbestos, have contr-
acted asbestosis and mesothel-
ioma, despite the fact that
successive British governments
have been aware of the lethal
qualities of asbestos since as
early as 1906, suggests crimin-
al complacency at the very
least. Moreover, production of
asbestos world wide, doubled
between 1930 and 1976, accord-
ing to the World Health Organ-
isation.

Following the aftermath of
Acre Mill, the government set
up the Advisory Committee on
Asbestos, chaired by Mr Bill
Simpson who was chairman of
the Health and Safety Commiss-
ion. The committee met for 3
years and was hailed as the
inquiry to end all inquiriers.
To date, not one of its 41
recommendations have become
law. The government has now de-
cided to introduce new regulat-
ions into the use of asbestos.
However, it is felt by many
that the four recommendations
are likely to have little eff-
ect on the asbestos indistry.
There is, for example, still
no compulsory labelling of as-
bestos products.

What could be done to protect
people from the dangers of as-
bestos? There is doubt that
nothing short of a total ban
on asbestos will effectively
protect people from the hazards
Sweden has already banned it.
There is however, not much ev-
idence to suggest that this
possibility as ever been taken
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