BAN ASBESTOS CAMPAIGN IN INDIA
SUMMARY

Asbestos trade in India

In India asbestos deposits are found in the states of Andhra Pradesh, Rajasthan, Jharkhand, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Manipur, with tremolite variety being found in Rajasthan and chrysotile in Cuddapah mines in Andhra Pradesh and Singhbhum district in Jharkhand. At present two underground chrysotile mines are operational in the Cuddapah district of Andhra Pradesh with a production of about 500 tonnes and about five open cast seasonal mines of tremolite variety operational in Udaipur district of Rajasthan with a production of 10,000 tonnes of tremolite bearing rocks annually, contributing approximately 10% to the country’s asbestos consumption. According to official estimates, these mines employ about 250-300 workers.

According to the Ministry of Mines, since 1995 it has not granted any new mining leases, nor has it renewed the existing ones. However, the industry lobbied hard to persuade the Indian Bureau of Mines, which was tasked with reviewing the moratorium on new leases, to recommend lifting of the ban. The government is yet to act on the recommendations. 

While the domestic production of asbestos has declined over the years, from 20,111 tonnes in 1998–1999 to 14,340 tons in 2002–2003, the imports of asbestos from Russia and Canada has increased from 61,474 tons in 1997–1998 to 97,884 tons in 2001–2002. According to the US Geological Survey, in 2003, chrysotile asbestos production in India was 19,000 MT, imports were 1,65,424 MT and apparent consumption was 1,81,876 MT.  There is discrepancy in the consumption figures since the industry claims to have consumed 2,15,000 MT of chrysotile asbestos in 2004. The production of asbestos cement products has gone up from 0.68 million tons in 1993–1994 to 1.38 million tons in 2002–2003. The number of asbestos-based product-manufacturing units have been steadily rising in number. There are about 32 units in the large scale sector on last count, most of them concentrated in the state of Maharashtra.

Status of workers engaged in asbestos Industry

As per official estimates, the asbestos industry employs 8000 workers in the organised sector. But most of the workers engaged in the asbestos industry are from the unorganised sector, given that out of the total 397 million workforce in India, only 7% of the workers are in the organized sector. It is therefore believed that an estimated 100,000 workers are engaged in the industry and are getting exposed to asbestos fibres at workplace on a daily basis.

Although there is no comprehensive quantitative estimates, number of studies conducted to estimate the prevalence of asbestos related diseases amongst workers at different points of time have shown incidences of asbestosis, mesothelioma and lung cancer. A survey conducted by Directorate General of Mines Safety in 1991 found 26 cases of asbestos related diseases amongst chrysotile mine workers and was later notified about two more cases of asbestosis amongst ex- miners.

A recent paper published in the American Journal of Industrial Medicine (2005) titled Occupational Asbestos Exposure and Predictable Asbestos-Related Diseases in India, the authors have taken a 3% prevalence of asbestosis amongst 40,000 former or currently employed workers exposed to asbestos fibres at work place, and estimated that about 6000 workers would be currently afflicted with asbestosis. The authors have further stated that there would be at least 600 workers with past exposure to asbestos fibres afflicted with lung cancer.
Policy/Legislation
The only asbestos related policy that exists in India is to do with the trade policy. The asbestos industry has been able to arm-twist the government into lowering the import duties on asbestos from 78% in 1995-96 to 15% in 2004. It has even managed to get the industry de-licensed in 2003. Which means anyone can freely import asbestos under the open general license without requirement of a government approved license for imports. This has effectively meant that safer alternative products have lost comparative advantage in the market. Infact import duty on alternative material have been increased manifold in the last few years.

There is no asbestos policy based on health concerns of million of workers or consumers in the country. A health study jointly sponsored by the Chrysotile asbestos industry and Ministry of Chemicals is currently underway which would form the basis for India’s position on Chrysotile at the Rotterdam Convention and also its continued use in the country. The study apart from being biased and influenced by the industry, is deeply flawed and scientifically untenable.

There are a few legislation that governs asbestos production and use in the country. A special schedule in the Factories Act lays down detailed guidelines for protection of workers handling asbestos, which remains on paper. Hazardous Waste (Management & Handling) Rules also categorises asbestos waste as hazardous waste and bans import of asbestos waste. Again much of the law remains on paper, with poor enforcement and compliance. 

Citizen action

In 2002, a group of concerned health, environment and labour activists came together to form a network-Ban Asbestos Network of India (BANI). With a mandate to create awareness amongst public, policy makers, political leadership about hazards of asbestos, BANI has been consistently disseminating information through factsheets, popular writing, website, e-groups, lobbying and petitioning policy-makers and political parties over the last five years.

But given the magnitude of the problem, these efforts are not adequate enough to build strong public opinion and pressure against the industry lobby which has been successful in deceiving the people about the hazards of asbestos. A strong network of groups led by victims organization is the only way forward to have a successful anti-asbestos campaign in India. 
