RESOLUTION 9

Ban the Mining, Production, Use and Export of Asbestos and
Other Measures to Reduce Loss of Life From AsbestosRelated Disease

BE IT RESOLVED THAT the Canadian Nurses Association (CNA) will directly, and in
collaboration with CNA member associations and other stakeholders, advocate for the
Government of Canada and pertinent jurisdictions to implement a comprehensive asbestos
strategy.
Background
Asbestos is a naturally occurring mineral that has been of commercial value since the end of the
19th century for its properties of being strong and heat resistant.1 The scientific consensus today is
that exposure to all types2 of asbestos causes a range of diseases including lung cancer,
mesothelioma, asbestosis (fibrosis of the lungs), pleural plaques, chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease, and other cancers such as laryngeal, gastrointestinal, ovarian, and kidney.3 4 5 Asbestos
was declared a proven human carcinogen more than 20 years ago by the International Agency for
Research on Cancer of the World Health Organization, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency, and the U.S. National Toxicology Program.6 As “there is no safe level of exposure to
asbestos”7 and increased cancer risks have been observed in populations exposed to very low
levels, the World Health Organization advises “the most efficient way to eliminate asbestosrelated diseases is to stop using all types of asbestos.”8
Symptoms for asbestos-related diseases can take 10 to 50 years to manifest.9 It is estimated that
about 125 million people globally are exposed to asbestos in the workplace and at least 90,000
people die each year from mesothelioma, asbestos-related lung cancer, and asbestosis resulting
from occupational exposure.10 More than 90 per cent of the asbestosis used worldwide is in the
manufacture of asbestos-cement sheets and pipes.11 A pervasive problem with these materials
being used in construction is community-wide exposure as asbestos fibers are released into the air
and dust due to weather erosion and displacement when they are being cut or sawed with power
tools.12
In Canada, asbestos-related diseases are the most significant contributor to occupational mortality.
According to the Confédération des syndicats nationaux, the workers‟ compensation figures for
2009 indicate that 84 per cent of deaths from occupational disease in Québec were caused by
asbestos.13 Asbestos poses a health hazard for those working and/or living in communities near
asbestos mines and/or production facilities14 as well as those exposed to asbestos in deteriorating
buildings, including schools and homes in Aboriginal communities.15 16
At least 52 countries,17 including all members of the European Union, have banned the use of all
forms of asbestos, including Chrysotile.18 International and national civil society, environmental,
labour, and health organizations that have called for an international ban of all forms of asbestos
include the World Health Organization,19 International Labour Organization,20 Environmental
Health Trust,21 Collegium Ramazzini,22 Ban Asbestos Canada,23 Canadian Labour Congress,24
Canadian Cancer Society,25 Canadian Medical Association,26 27 and the Canadian Public Health
Association.28 29
Canada has strict restrictions on the domestic use of asbestos under the Hazardous Products Act
and the Canadian Environmental Protection Act30 and there are currently projects underway to
remove asbestos from Parliament and 24 Sussex Drive.31 Canada is the only western industrialized
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country that still continues to mine and manufacture asbestos.32 In 2010, it was fifth largest
producer of asbestos after Russia, China, Brazil, and Kazakhstan.33 Canada exports 96 per cent of
its asbestos, primarily to developing countries such as India, Indonesia, Thailand and Bangladesh,
which lack regulation, enforcement, occupational health and safety resources and public
awareness to protect workers, their families, and the public from asbestos-related harm.34 35 Even
in industrialized countries such as Canada, there is ample historical36 and current evidence that
laws and regulations are not always enforced and so unsafe conditions exist is asbestos producing
factories and in the construction industries.37 38 Canada, like most industrialized countries, is in the
process of transitioning to safer, effective, and affordable alternatives to asbestos39 at the same
time as we are described as “exporting death made in Québec.”40
There are two asbestos mines in Canada, which account for seven per cent of the world production
of asbestos, worth a few hundred million dollars per year.41 The LAB Chrysolite Mine in Thetford
Mines, Québec is “a few years from exhaustion” and the Jeffrey Mine in Asbestos, Québec is in
bankruptcy protection.42 Andre Picard has pointed out that public money that has been used to
promote and subsidize the sale of asbestos could be used to retrain and support the remaining 500
workers, many who are close to retirement age.43 Public funds from both the federal and Québec
governments have supported the asbestos lobby through the Chrysotile Institute (formerly known
as the Asbestos Institute) to the tune of more than $50 million dollars between 1984 and 2009.44
In addition to the federal support of the Chrysotile Institute of $250,000 per year45 and industry
support through various embassy events, the federal government has used trade threats to pressure
other countries against banning asbestos.46 As “an avid cheerleader for asbestos,”47 Canada has
“led a ferocious diplomatic opposition” to listing chrysotile under the Rotterdam Convention,
unlike every other Western democracy.48
Jeffrey Mine was once owned by an American company, Johns Manville, which was forced into
bankruptcy in 1982 due to health-related lawsuits.49 It is now owned by Bernard Coulombe, who
is seeking to massively expand and extract 200,000 tonnes a year for the next 25 years.50
Investissement Québec provided Jeffrey Mine with a $3.5 million line of credit in the fall 201051
and there is another $58 million loan guarantee from the provincial government on the table
pending attracting private investment.52 53
With this possible revitalization of the Jeffrey Mine and yet another opportunity to add chrysotile
to the Rotterdam Convention in June 2011,54 now is the perfect time for nurses to speak out on this
important public policy issue. A private member‟s bill, Bill C-399, was first introduced on June 1,
2009 to amend the Canadian Environmental Protection Act to prohibit the mining and export of
asbestos.55 Building on this foundation, we can work together to address environmental
determinants of cancer and other health issues to improve the health of the populations we serve.56
Key elements of a comprehensive Asbestos Strategy include:
1. Introduce legislation to ban the mining, production, use and export of asbestos.
2. Cease public funding to promote the asbestos industry by defunding the Chrysotile
Institute and stopping other forms of support such as loan guarantees.
3. Support the listing of Chrysotile asbestos under the Rotterdam Convention.
4. In partnership with all levels of government and public health agencies, establish a national
surveillance system to assess the extent of asbestos-related diseases and track health
outcomes for those with exposure to asbestos.
5. Maintain a public registry of buildings that contain asbestos including buildings on
Aboriginal lands, government-owned structures, and privately-owned buildings. This will
facilitate quicker identification of asbestos in degrading structures and safer management
when repairs, removal, and renovations are being made.
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6. Ensure complete removal and replacement of asbestos-containing vermiculite insulation in
housing built in the 1960‟s to the 1980‟s in Aboriginal communities and military bases.
7. Ensure fair compensation is provided to all people across Canada with asbestos-related
disease.
8. Provide just and adequate transition assistance for income support and training for workers
who would lose their jobs as well as financial assistance to communities that will be
impacted as a result of the closure of asbestos mines and production industry.
Submitted by the Registered Nurses‟ Association of Ontario and the Ontario Nurses for the
Environment Interest Group
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