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Chapter Twelve

The Blue Asbestos Industry at Wittenoom
in Western Australia: A Short History

Lenore Layman
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“The crocidolite industry at Wittenoer: began in
1937 with & rush of prospectors to Witienoom
Gorge on the northern edpe of the Hamersiey
Ranges in the North West of Westers Ausralis

*ihe Witenaom erecidolite indusiy is megarded as the

worst dustrial disaster in Australian history, by fommon
consensus. On a giobal scala it also tanks among the mest
harmiul of asbestos industeies, i terms of tmonalily =nd
tcbidity mong the workforce and thuse who simply
Hrved In s eovironment. By The endl of Y86, 04 oot of
mesotheliona, 147 cuses of long cancer, and 356 SuceoRs-
ful compensation elaims for asbetosis had been roconded
in & cohon of $,912 fortner minest and willers at Witte-
soom {mates = 6,502; females = 4103 An additional 692
cases of mesathelioma, 187 cases of fung cancer, and 462
tmses of mshestpaiz have bezy pradicied (0 ocews s this
cotort between 1987 and 2020 (e Kierk NH, Armstrong
RK, Musk AW, obbs MST: Predivtions of fuwure ea3es of
ashestos-related gistase smong formier miners and tablers
of crocidolite in Wesern Australia. Med I Aust 151:816+

. 620, 1989}, Sex ako Chaprer 7.

Wintnoom has achicved notoricgy in the Austtadian
tnass mediz. and its story has been told separeicty by Me-
Culloch and Hills MeCultoch ¥ Asbestos.Tis Humian

Cost. St fais: Hnivarsity of Queensland Press, 1988;
Hills B: Blue Murder. South Metbovme: Sun Books, Mac-
mitlan, 19893, Nonetheless, few Sccounis have appeared
onsteide Australia, We believe that detuils of the Witishoom
experience descrve St widhr dissettiinetion, Reune & dic
industey was-in “outbeck " Aususiis-its fessons ate und
versal, Trey itklude the weakesss of the iodividesl and
cven govemment sgencies when faced with bureaucratic
inetiz end compesitive intsiests within dhe complexities of
modern govermTaent. We consider this shen history—based
partly on the reculiections of “those who wer there"wto
oA siprificant contriburion o-ihe ghaba! suoord.of indus-

In this chapter, some of the protagonists knd workers
are designated by namw., We emphisize that aames have
been tsed only when they are part of the public zecord in
Wostern Avstralia, for exampln those who geve evidence in
open Heanngs.

In Austrafis, ssbestos (chrysaddie) was also mined at
Raryudgi in the Novhers Rivers sopion of New Soath
Wales, MoCulloch's book also copiing an oot of S
Raryulgil industry (pages 131189}, This veoture opermted
from the earty 1640% untf 1970, The operaion was very
tiny, and the workfora~reorsitsd from Jorat Abotiging
cotmanities, with only a few exceplions.—néver exceied
40. Ossf evidence from the workers and varits docw-
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(W.A.). Bigh asbestos prices ercouraged the
prospectors 10 knap the mineral from the sides
of the gorge, bag it, and carry it owt by donkey
train to the coastal past of Roeboumme 320 kifo-
meeters away. Prices fell, fovtunes did not mate-
rizlize, and the rush faded away. Mining con-
tinped pevertheless, and milling began in 2
very small way under the control of Lang Han-
cock, & young pastorafist, and his partner, Pe-
ter Wright, in 1943 the finy venture was taken
over by Austratian Blue Asbestos Lad. (ABA},
2 subsidiary of the major Australian firm Colo-
vial Sugar Refining Company {CSR). ABA
managed the Wittenoom works vatil their clo-
sure in 1966,

The town of Wigenoom was brought into
existence by the mining venture, becoraing in
the 19508 W. A’s Iargest urban conter north of
the Tropic of Capricora, e remaked & sieght
industry town. It was slso isolsted, being lo-
cated approximately 1,600 kilometers by road
or {,100 kilometers by air from Perth, the
State capital, nd 720 kilometers from the rail-
head at Moekatharra (Fig. 12-1).

Austratia bad alyost no experience in the

minihg of asbeéstos whén CSR, 4 company with

aimost no mining experience at all, decided o
develop the crocidolite deposits ag an adjusct
to s Building Materials Division, The federal
government encouraged CSK in this wartime
decision because of the strategic value of as
bestos and a desire for national seifsulficiency.
More than this, asbestos was hailed in the
194835 and 1930s as 2 mineral with almost ut-
limited potential, *There is # strong possibitity

ments seem 0 indicate that conditions a Baryulgi were
very dusty. MeColloeh describes the octutrenve of asbes-
tosis 2mong those whi worked there. Be alse mentions 2
mesothetiomas by 1935, Mesotheliomas among former
workers ey be related to 2 disputed allegarion that some
bessian bags used to pack Baryulgdf cheysotile had previe
ously ¢onfained asbesias fram other industeies-possibly
browh asbestos from South Africs apd crocidolite from
Wittenomn {se¢ Chaprer ¥, seference. 89). The comse-
guences of this mine have, however, been dwarfed by Wit
wioom, snd Barnulgi] has received comparatively litle #1-
ention e media, even tn Austeudia,

of the value of crocidofite production eventually
eclipsing the value of gold production in this
State,* W.A's Assistant State Mining Engineer
declared in 194200t 31 inconsiderable claim,
given the preeminence of gold 25 a rmineral Bx-
port carner since the gasters goldfields nushes of
the 3890s.! A 1543 Mings Department memo
described the Hamersiey deposit, of which Wit-
wnoow: was patt, 25 “om of the finest in the
world '™ Thers were restrves ““for at least a
century” and therefore 2 prospective industry,
she value of which would be “incaiculahle’~
ore that would make Australia self-sufficient in
ashesies.” On the basis of the Commonwealth
Burcau of Minersl Resources® assessment,
Prime Minister Chifiey noted in 1947 that ““for
all practical purposes, the life of the fWitte~
0o0M) mine is uolimited.”™

Capsequantly, CSR sequired the Winanpon
feases and primitive workings, in the expecta-
ion of a major, long-tzem, and profitable posts
war industry. This expectation was not reals
ized. The industry was always smail in both
outpiz and value. In 1962, the peak year of
Austratian asbestos productien, 18,416 shon

cidolite from Wirnenoem.” However, asbestos
contnbuted only 0.9% of the tota) value of
Austmlian minerzl production for that year,
World asbestos production in 1962 was esti-
mates to total 3,088,000 shors tons, of which
Australia produced only 0.6%, Even in croeig-

“olite, mined in Austradia only at Witienoom

(Figs. 12-2 10 12-4), the greatest anpual output
of 17 491 short tons in 1962 wes staall in com-
parison to 116,330 short tons mined i the Re-
public of South Africa in the same vear® Nor
did Australia achieve seifusufficiency in ashes-
tos production, even at the time of greatest do-
mestic owput. In 1982, imparts amowated (o
39,105 short tons, mosty chrysotile from Can-
ada and amosite from South Africa. This ton-
nage was more than double that of domestic
production, & disparity that was even glealer
for most of the pastwar period (Table 12-3).
Fyrthermore, the venture id not prowe
profitable. By #1555 ABA fad accumiated
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jasses of approximately $1.6 mitiion. These
were gradually reduced in the second Balf of the
1950s--primarify because of a S-year {1955-
1959) export contract with Johns Manvilie, the
reajor V.8, manufacturer—and & dividend of
$364,200 was paid in 1960, From 196} untj
1966, however, the company again operated un-

" profitably, with accumulated losses reaching
$2.% miflion by its ast year of operation,”

A combination of factors produced this ouz-
come. Preeminently, the company could nof se-
cure its markets, domestic of overseas, he-
cause it was not competitive with large scale,
low-cost suppliers fike the Republic of South
Africa and Canada. ABA’s costs remained high
because of its isolated location, the abrasive-
ness of the surrounding rock that escalaed
maintenance and milling costs, and the smai
scale of its operations, Lebor shorages, partic
viarly of underground workers, were continu-
ous, and the problem intensified in the 1960s

Flgure 12.3  the Wittentom mine workings., Figure 12-4  Tha interdor of thy mine,
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Table 12-1 Austrafian Asbestos Praduciion. imports, and Crocidoiite Expoits

Tatal production®
. Crocidofte
Yoar Crockiche Chryactia Al typas Tota! imports* . sxpons*
1848 2% 399 1,486 18,678 N/A
1850 %,155 65% 1811 33,080 ity
862 3.283 1,262 4,548 31,053 NiA
1864 47245 1,628 5.279 37,955 NrA
1868 8,460 1,549 8,708 29,579 7.67¢
1958 13,313 2,255 15,568 a8.288 14,049
1969 14,472 141 15613 41,002 B,177
1962 17,451 925 18,418 38,106 0,688
1964 11,888 1,887 13,545 42,896 7,280
1966 12,841 827 13,4568 55,162 4,844
1968 - 888 896 66,741 -
“ity short e,

Sowrce: Azstratian Minsral industry Annual Aeview, 1948.1668.

with the attractions of the Pilbara iron ore ven-
fures, Labor costs rose significantly in this pe-
riod, and capital costs also escalated, as the
cotapany was pressured to improve fiber qual-
ity and the control of dust during milling. Fur-
thermore, the asticipated high-fiber yields

fi'  the gorge outerops, and the inadequacy
and inasccurscy of the peological information
on which planning had been based were re-
vealed. In addition, the tend in prices was not
what ARA anticipated, Strong ovesseas de~
mand for ong fiber asbestos did not eventuate
and, although prices rose after the war, this
trend was not sustained. Insiead, in the carly
18605 there was jncreasingly severe competi-
tion for crucidelite in the markes place from
the Republic of South Affica, with overproduc-
tion and lower prices.’

Thus, the ashestos industry at Wittenoom
was slways marginal and uhimately X failed,
despite the high expectations that heralded its
establishment. i this precess of initial optimis-
tic planning, continued struggle for viabiliy,
and final acknowledgment of failure and conse-
quent closure, government was deeply in-
volved in supporting and facilitating the indus-
wry. Both State and federal govermmentis were
predisposed o aysist the establishment of the

Sustry needed substantiai capital investment by

industry in the 19405, because it promised to
“poputate the nonh™-a key goal of postwar
politics.” The size and status of the parent com-
pany, TSR, encouraged government support,
as # had been recognized by 1946 that success-
ful development of the crocidolite asbestos in-

& singie producer.™ Consequently, thronghout
the iife of the Wittenoom werks, the State gov-
ernrnent reserved ali ground outside ABA's
feases from selection for cracidalite mining. "

This policy was just one of a package of
such policies negotiated in 1946/47 berween
CSR and the W.A. and Asstralian govern-
ments, The State uadertock to establish the
townsite of Wittenoom {7 kilomelers from the
minesiie i the gorge), providing the necessary
surveying and the “amegifies Witch are nor-
mally a Government function™ {notably water
supply and a school, police siation, and hospi-
tat}, It agreed also to upgrade the road (0 the
coast and the port storage and handhing facily-
ties at Port Samson and 10 provide a conces-
sional rate for ABA sforage at the port, as well
as 3 voad transport subsidy for fractuse (explo-
sive} from the Meekatharra rsithead. The fed-
cral government agreed to join with the State in
the provision of workers’ housing (a total of
152 homes by 1953}, in a shipping subsidy on
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asbestos carried frons Port Samson 1o Freman-
ti¢, and in a road subsidy on asbestos carrjed
from Wittenoom to Port Samson, as well a8 on
most goods carmicd from the port to Witie-
noom, Both governments shared in baif the
cost of construction of & bulk ofl terminat at
Port Samson.” Both levels of government were
impressed by CSR's enterprise, and the mar-
ginality of the indusiry—perceived st the time
2t only shortterm-determined their united
supportive role,

Yabor supply was another of the com-
pany’s difficulties with which government as-
sisted. The problem of ohaining underground
tabor and of retainiog all categorics of labor
existed throughour Wittenoom's operation.
Few were prepared 6o mine in §2-inch stopes
and the entire workforce was highly transient,
59% Jeaving in 6 months or less.” In a single
industry “‘compapy towr'' Jocated in a
sparsely populated region, ABA had »o local
sources of additional iabor. The bulk wes
therefore contract fabor, flown in by the com-
pany. From its commencement of operasions,

airfares to Wittenoom, deducted shis cost
from their wages and refunded it at the end of
6 months-an srrangement given legal status
in 1547, in the first arbitration awards cover-
ing the industry.” The federal government
provided some relief to the company between
1948 and 1951 by wlocating 134 displaced
persons to work their 2-year contracts at Wit-
tencom.’® And othess were redirected to Wit-
tenoom by the Depantmesnt of Eabour and Na-
foral Service awhen their tnitial .placemenis
broke down.” More imporantly, the Austra-
fian goverament gave TSR permission w0
carry out private fabor recruitment in Europe,
The men recroited in this way (and their fami-
jies) were accepted as immugrants after they
had signed 2-year contracts with the company.
The first of these trips was made in 1950 and
had its preatest success in northern Italy end
Holland; the last in 1965 recruited in Leba-
non, Gegrseas contract Iabor provided most of
the mine's undergronnd workforee snd, with-
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awt it, the works could not bave remained op-
erational.”

CSR did not obtain all the government aig
it sought. ¥s requests for tariff protection in
1946747 and 1954755 were both rejected,'t
Low-tost workers® housing io this period was
dependent on asbestos building raaterials; be-
tween 1950 and 1953, 25% of alf new Austrg-
fian: houses and 50% of all those in New South -
Wates (N.S.W.} and WA, were buiit with
asbestos-cement sheeting. indeed, ip the mig-
19505 Australia rarked fourth in 1otal world
consumption of ashestos-cement products and
firs: in per capita terms. Nooetheless,
asbestos-cement manufactarers continued to
prefer imporied asbestos because of its fower
cost and, in the case of Canadian chrysotile,
its superior guality,™ ka this situation the Aus-
walian govemwment judged that the aced fo
ment postwar housing demand took prece~
dence over its desire 10 encourage northern
deveiopment apd a aew mincral industry.
Conseguently, ABA did mot receive the pro-
tection if sought,

ailing industry increased after 1960, chiefly in
the form of ansual deferments of freight in-
creases on the State Shipping Service.™ R was
not enovgh 0 save the industry. Pessimistic
assessments of fasre fiber guantity and qual-
ity, together with problems of labor supply
and iabor costs, caused CSR to close opera-
tion’s in December 1966.%' The plant was later
soid to Lang Hancock, but ne further pﬁduc»
tiop took place. It had been 2 failed mining
wentare, #5-tegacy in lness asd death sevong
Its ex-workers 2 massive additional negative
outcome 10 sct alongside ity economic un-
soundness,

WGRKERS” EXPERIENCE

Approximately 7,000 people worked for ABA
in the 23 years that the company mined and
milbed asbestos. At its peak the workforce
reached over 500, bwt for most of the tiroe #t
was less than 3(X). The most striking character-
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ist . this workdorce was its transience. Over
the endire perind from 19431965, 44% of
workers stayed less than 3 snonths, 59% had
ieft in 6 months, and only 22% stayed Jonger
than one year. A high percentage of these
workers were postway migrants, somewhere
between 35-50% being non-British imsmigran
in origin. UnforapaiMy, it is not possible to
separate British from Austratian-bom to estab-
lish & reasorably exact percentage of migrants
int the workforce; but it is certain that the ma-
jority of workers were recent migrants, Twenty
pereent of workers came from southera Eu-
yope, predominantly from ftaly (12%) and Yu-
goslavia (3%); 5-6% were eastern European,
abmost alf of them displaced pessons, whereas
German 3.4%) and Dutck {2.5%) migrants
were 2lso nimnerons. Ex-Wittenoom people e
salf that “every nationality”” worked there. In
the patdance of the time it was a tows full of
“New Australians.”

The workforce wag youvg: 57% were less
than 30 years of age and only 15.7% were aged
30 or older. The dominant age group was that
setwees 20 and 24 years; it inciuded 27.9% of

BLUE ASBESTOS INDUSTRY AT WITTENOOM IN W ALSTRALIA
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but most workers wert single mef orwmore
accurateiy—they came {0 Wittenoorm 8s single
mer, They fived in the single men’s guarters
that consisted initially of smalf, shared hut ac-
commodation and later of dormitories. The
mer gave the name ‘‘Death Row™ to the lateer.
Conditions were prisnitive and maintenance
lacking, such that the Regional Eealth inspec-
tor commented in 19635: I seldom see such
squafor, even among the dozens or so Native
Reserves that § visit" Singie wen had no al-
ternative 0 this accomwmodation, although a
few boarded with married couples and & larges
number obtained their meals on a privaie pay-
ing basis,

The wotk of mining and milling asbestos
was hard, hot, and dirty. The mine was 8 low-
back stoping operaticn in which face miners
and scrapermes {who cleared the stopes)
worked their 7% hour shifts it a crouched po-
sition.” Because Australian miners, accus-
tomed {0 fuli headroonz, were Dot prepared to
work in these conditions, ABA recruited iss
face miners on 2-year contracts from
overseas—mostly from Haly-—and wained them

""" TS ATmes Bl Weke male. Very few
of ~ua's jobs were available to womea, Min-
ing andd milling was entirely toale work and the
slosest women came to industrial employrsent
xeured from 19601966, when four female
sag-making wachinists were engaged to sew
he jute bags in which the asbestos fiber was
ransponed, A few women were employed 0
Jo clerical work in the company office and fo
~ork 8¢ sales assistants in the company’s store
il 'in the towni™s hotel, which was also owned
s the company. With ABA the town’s sole pri-
rate sector employer, women’s employment
ospects were very lhimited and almost no
vomen came to the town except as wives of
4BA workers, The exceptions were a finy
winber of State government employees,
nosdy nurses and toachers. And ¢ Wigtenoom
v&s 2 ¥4R's town with a male : ferale ratio of
pproximately 2: 1.7

Housing for approximately 180 families was
wovided by the State Housing Cornmission,

izself. Workang conditions were worse in. the
mill because of the very high dust levels, and
those who wanted, or were foreed, fo stay in
Witznoom moved to the wine at the {isgt op-
portunity. Most of the mili workers were re-
cruited in Peeth op 6-mmonth contracts.

it i not surprising, then, that this predomi-
nandy young, sinple, migrant, make workforce
employed under contract to work in unpleasant
conditions shonid be highly trensient. Is the
war and immediate postwar years, beforz mass
migration began, ABA was dependent oo a
¢lass of workers it categorized as “‘driftexs”
and ‘‘no-hopers"-men who “‘work g few
shifts and then ‘smatch their titne’“~—as the
crmplayer's advocate at the 1947 arbitration
ficarings described them.™ Representative of
these men was miner Thomas Martindale who
gave evidence for his unton--the Auvstralian
Workers™ {idoni—a; the same heanngs. He had
worked at Wittenoom for 15 months. When
asked where his home was he replied, **{ have
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been in the North for years . . . I have bosn
here off and on, from Darwin downwards,
these 40 years™ He liked Jife in the North,
and his fransience was a key element in his
tifestyle. At later arbitration hearings in 3949,
ABA manager Broadhurst told of the financial
fosses the company had te bear when, afier
paving workets' airfares, they left before the
money could be yecouped.

Only recently three men arrived; one appesred in
the mins for haif 2 shifi and the cther two did not
come in &t alf. They made it ciear o people in
tbamﬂmtlwyo:ﬂywamwgom\\rm
800m on their way 1o Broome meatworks,

‘Fhis type of seminomadic worker persisted
shrough the life of Witteaoom. For instance, in
1953 Welsh migrant Dennis Mocgan had been
employed as an undergroued fingr for §
months before transferring o the garage as 2
motor mechanic. After 2 years he left Wiste-
poom for Roebourne where he worked as a
mechanic for 10 months before remaming to
Witttenoom in 1256, MHe had been back 9
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 However, the transience of most workess, par-

tenfarly those categorized as “‘wnskilled™ or
“semiskilled,” was more commonly adged
with desperation. These were economically
vulnerabie workers Jocked at the Boftom of the
wage structure. Laborer Ce¢ Reem was a bag-
ger in the mill in 1957, Although married with
four children ke lived in the single men's quar-
o8, his family having remained (e Petth when
he moved temporatily 0 Witienoom o find
work.

Ratraliy 1 did not want ¢o be separated from
them but baving bees here over four mopths I
foel the cost of fiving genersily and the ¢ost of
bringing my famity from Sotth Perth would be
0o great™

Tradesmen could also be compelled 10 move by
the exigencies of the iabor market. In the sec.
ond haif of the 19305, for instance, unemploy-
mem in WA, was the highest in the country.
When work was scarce there were always jobs
at Wittenoom. Mill fitter Colin McAvan moved
hack mﬂ}emwmiﬁswifc andtwochildm

snonths when he was asked in the 1957 arbitra-
tion hearings why he had remrmed. He ex-
plained:

) was passing through. I was on my way south
for my holidays, nnd there was » vacancy for &
motar mechanic, and they came and asked me
abont it, and I fust took it on.”

Without close personal ties, young. en had no
reason wot 1© travel, One young fiter who
spent 6 months on mine maintenance in 1962
could recall no particular reason for going 1o
Witteroom).

¥ don't really know why § was there, It was
round about thoge years that I°d dois oy spprea-
tieeship as ¥ figer and turner . . . Wherever the
work took me 50 10 speak. I was single, didn’
have a ghrifriend at (hat panicylar point in time,
sa 1 just went where the work was - . . No ties
reatty, ®

back, be uplamoé.

At the titme I came back there was & greatl amount
of gnemployment in Perth. § had been working
with & firm amd they were liquidated-—and pate-
raily } bad mry wife and child--also I was paying
wel above pormal tent in Perth, ami!hadzogo
and find ancther job.*

‘Many roen came w0 ‘Winenoom desperate ‘to

find work,

The least ransient of ABA's manual work-
¢1s were the stope miners, the majority of them
falian migrants. Their 2-year contracts partly
¢xpiain their fonger stays but these same con-
tracts did not stop the last groups of contract
workers recruited in 1964/65 in Lebanon from
leaving vimually gs soon ag they arrived. When
recent snagrants found that they could save
money 1 Wiflencom they tended to stay. For
instance, ope Italian couple remained for 8%
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« 415, After the company's 2-week training, be
became a very successful miner. She took in
Latian boarders among the single men and pro-
vided thres meals 8 day and did some laundry
fot them, She usually had 7 or 8 such boarders,
sometisnes 12 and never fewer than 4. “Just to
iwlp my busband a bit,” she explzined. The
couple stayed at“Winenodm 10 save enough
monty (o buy # smal) farming property on the
outskirts of Perth. She saw Wittenoom as “the
place where you can cvarn something, better
than in Perth, for example, specially for mi-
grants who just come here with nothing.">
For most workers, Wittenoom was 2 place
10 make money and then leave. Recemt mi-
grantg, in particuiar, were prepared o make
short-term sacrifices to secure their fumre in
Australiz or to refurn firancisily bester off to
their former homes, Many Australian-bom
workers also weat 1 Wittenoor with specific
saving goals; perhaps to overcome debt and 1o
“‘get straight again'” perhaps to eamn the
money to duy a subuyban home or 3 car, Some
succeded in improving thelr Gaancind situa-
1ion; most did not and rooved oz, One woman
....... N mmwgzd!sp]mmm
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owped store, With weekly food bills adding to
the totat, families often had difficulty clearing
this debt. A school teaching couple who ob-
served workers’ struggies in the mid-19505
commented critically of ABA that *‘you had
Buckley's chance™ of getting out of their claws
for guits a Jong time reafly” ™ When the works
closed in 1966, hire.purchase debts totaling
$5.500 were owed by 60 then<current work-
e13.% Peopie were deterred from leaving while
st} in deist, because airfine tickets had to be
booked st the company store. In the sbsence of
a motor vehicke, the only other way out was 10
1ide ot 1o the coaztagainst company mies-~
on the asbestos trucks, B was an avenue (o
which the desperate resorted, Ope worker in
the pnid-1950s with 7 children and no money at
all after 3 years of lzbor in mine and mill
loaded his children and what househoid goods
he had onto theee asbestos trucks and managed
t reach Rocbourne,

The most freguent metaphor in ex-
Wigepoom workers® oral histories of the fown
is that of imprisonment. - People make state-
ments such as:

" Latvis explained:

He Wvas an ex-army person and whea be arrived
bare without education, without vade, you're re-
afly stuck. You're slways chasing that exoa
p(xmd."

They ief? after a year “Therc was nothing
thers for us”’, she recalled, with no prospect of
advascenent for tey hushrand sud vo possibil-
ity of gaving any money. They retumed to the
transient farm work from which they had been
attempting 10 escape when they went to Witte-
BO0H,

Some people, desperate to leave, found
themselves trapped in the town. Workers were
in debt to the company from the time of their
artival; for their airfares to the town, for their
bedding and, if thelr families accompanied
them, for household farniture and equipment
that was sold secondhand from the company-

“Not everybady could afford to legve: that was
ane of the &3ps ., . i you weat 56 Wistesoom &t
was & good as in prisan _ . . I'd gol w find &
way of getting out " ?

“A lot of people only served out their tine in
Wittenoom.”>

“You were into the trap and then you were
czughl.“w

““There was RO way out . . . We were right ia the
middie of nowhere M

*“You supposed to stay two years. So at first you
want to o. But afier & while you say you have to
stay—because there's no wey out. You can't do
what you want,”™#

*Buckley's (chance}, so chance a1 a3,
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“Day b:il day you ane always thinking how torun

away‘o-d
"Nc fme."“

“ AR those huts in A coneentration camp seatly in
wiS
B row.

Even; those people, miost 6f whom had been
indepeadent of the company, who do pot use
the metaphor of imprisonment aboint their own
lives i Wittenoom, us¢ it of the mass of work-
ers. "You could get it but & was harder 1o get
cut,” & fopmwer Wittenoom policeman ob-
setved. People who bad been government
employess in the tows stressod thedr “indepen-
dence' of the company: “We dida"t have to be
beholden to them,” & school teacher recatied
gratefolly.”

Not everyone was enbappy with ife in Wit-
tenoom. Some--mostly the self-empioyed and
government employees-enjoyed the life.
These people constittied & minority nonsthe-

herself lived thers happily for i3 years, and
had 6 children in that tise ® “You made your
own fan,” peopie recall, The fun included pic-
nics, barbecwes, card evenings, dances, snd
the weekly cinema, Pub life, two-up, card
gammes, and 8.p. betting entertained: most of the
single men.* These activities provided diver-
sions from the heat, isolation, shiftwork, long
hours of overtime, and unpleasant working

coaditionsthat characterized the indusiry

The presence of the commpany was felt in gl
aspects of Winencom's life, & presence that
many of its workers found oppressive, They
sl

*Mib, Anglo-Austrshian sling teres for s public house
ot hotel, especiadly is bar, where aleohokic drinks mre sold
and conwwmed, Two-up, raditionst Australian geme of
chance, in which bets are laid on the full of 2 pennies
wossed o the air, $.p. beming, Elegal buv commonplace
off-qourse beting, usuatly oh Borse mees: .., starting

prive.
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“Whichever wpy you Iumed you came up
sgainst the compeny. They ealied the tune, "

“Everythlig was belong 1o company.”®

"Nobc;tliy could do anything except the com-
pany’”

““Fhey played a little bit Jike a tdn god "%

Wittenoom WaS 3 S0Pty 10w in the sense
that ABA was the sole private employer, and
that management dorinated residential and so-
cial life as well as the workplace. The justices
of the peace were senior managers and pre-
sided oves the police cousts. Topether with the
pastoralists, they controlied local government.
The company owned the single men's resi-
dences, the only substantial retail store, and the
main gocial venue, the hotel. Even the State
Honsing Commission homes were thought by
many workers to belong o the company be-
cause jt was the agent for rent coliection, water
rales, and house meintenance, ABA sought to

eacourage commanity activities and provided

feadership for..che..Race. Club, . the  FHOSpital ...

Board, Country Women's Association, aud the
tike; indeed, its approval was needed for any
community ventare to be successful,®

Like alf mining towns, Witenoom was 2
rigidly swatified society. The elite wers the
CSR staff, the managers, responsibie to CSR's
Sydney head office. These career men identi-
fisd strongly with the company, worked hard
for it, and in turn were well looked after by i
Their workplace avthority transiated into social
power in the community and was expressed
and reinforced in the maintenance of social dis-
tance from “‘the workers.” The managers lived
in the gorge on the lease, not in the fown.

The second tier of staff was the ABA em-
ployees: shift bossts, plant foremen, and cleri-
cal workers. They had "a lot of different
perks” as one former ABA saffer pws it™
They received paid annual holiday air tavel o
Perth for themselves an their famifios, as well
as their inivial moving costs and free housing,
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{ ater, eledtricity, and firewood; but ABA had

no superannuation fund and its staff had no ca-
reny mobility within CSR beyond Wittenoom
ang ABA's s1azll Perth office, Their jobs ended
with the closure of the works.

ABA's wage and contract employees formed
the bulk of Wittenoom's population. Best orga-
nized were the Setat tradesmen, members of
the Amalgamated Enginecring Union. These
men had o reputation ANONG mManagement &
the only group of workers likely (0 “‘cause
troubie’; they were certainly the most militant
section of the workforce. Their teradeSmen’s
skt acquired by appremticeship, eu-
trenched in workplace costom, institutionalized
in the differentials of the arbitration awards,
and defended by anion organization, protvected
thems from the precaricusness of the laborer’s
situation. The regular working of overtime
Guaid 8t time-wnd-n-half or dovble time) gave
them their opportunity to prosper. Most of the
maintenance work, particularly weekend work
o the mill, was done on overtime,” Wages
were the equivalent of those in Penth with the

ns
able. Mill dust was an LmpoFant component
of this situation,

Former Wittsnoom residents recali the as-
bestos dust vividly, In the language of their
ors} histories **dust” has come to stand for
“disease/death,” This has happened because of
their current circtimstances: perhaps their own
i) health and/or the iliness or death of close
family and friends; certainly their presem
knowledge of asbestos-refaied disease, of
media-reporied deaths of former Wittenoom
people, and of the contitiuing threat to thejr
own health. Wiltenoom was an extromely dusty
phace, Foglike dust bung over botk old and
new mills 2nd conid be seen 7 miles away in
the town, The same dust was brought into the
towss with the practics of using tailings, residue
from the asbestos processing, as 4 road sutface
and a covering for house yards and public ven.
ues. A former mine worker who lived for 10
years in Wittenoom explained ironically:

i you wanted taitings in tows o muke » drive-
wiy or for the backyard to look nice, you ask the
company and they dump o load of taillings in

wn absorbed by Wittenoom's higher cost of
ving: and s¢ overtime was essentlal to boost
workers' pay packets. The tradesmen benefited
most from the constant iabor shortages that
made overtizne the rule in the industry. For the
mill and mine iaborers it was more of a lottery,
sometimes freely available and at orher times
elusive,

I Wittenoom's social hierarchy, the mine
and mill laborers, in panticular the sisgle
mes, Had the lowest status. ¥solsted in the
Compound, the mame by which the singfe
men's quarters was known, frequently unable
to speak English or to stomach the food pro-
vided for them, and faced with grime working
conditions in the mill and roine, the single
men were the most transient of Wittengom's
population, They fled op the asbestos trucks,
to be replaced by others wheo repeated the ¢y-
cle. No one much noticed; their labor was in-
terchangeable, These men recalf that working
and hving conditions were penerally intolet-

ten, chutches, sverybody had it nice with tailings
there. 3t's handy®

Parents recall their children's fisst years with
despair: “Fve got pictures of Robin, cighteen
months old, sitting in it one mother la-
mented,” whereas a father of 3 exclaimed ~§
suppose alt the babies even awe the bloody
stuffir®

When people describe Wittenoom's asbestos
dust the dominant image ks of a thick, suffocat-
Ing covering:

“yWWithin five misutes fio the old mill] you were
covered with all the dust . . . You were grey™'®

“He [a mill worker} was like a spowmar, al]
covered with duss.”™

“As bad us any work Inight shift mainiznance]
becanse cverything was just smothered i Gust
< 1t would stick, to you ™

yener-backyard. The-schools and the Kindetgar-
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*“The dugt was just engutfing the whole croshing ™

plant &

“I only knew bim with daving blue fingernails,
blus¢ Tips—he was folf of Gust."® '

“The gorges used 10 be so thick, Rl of i it
looked ¥ike a big fog at Right tme."%

I was just impenetmable; it was like walking
into $mog.m*

When people talk of the dust's enveioping as-
phyxial form they are doing 5o in the context of
asbestog-related disease {asbestosis, iung can-

“cet, and pleursl mesothelioma) among their

farnilics or friends or other ex-Wistenoom resi-
dents, about whom they hear and read. What
requires explanation is the fallure of occupa-
tional health consrols in this asbestos industry,

CCCUPATIONAL HEALTH N THE INDUSTRY

Ashestas was mined snd ified at Witenoom

_'

protect either the workers themselves of the
town’s residents from asbestos-refated disease,
Why was this 507 After all, medical science had
discovered g great deal about ashestos-refated
disease by the 19405 (see Introduction, pages 2,
4, 7, and 8).%% In North America the health
threat 1o asbestos workers was sufficiently well
known by 1918 for U.8. and Canadian asur-
aNCe Sompanies 1o coase selling*them jife insur-
ance.” What was ot fully understood antl the
1950s, however, was the rapidity of onset of the
diseast after heavy exposure and the speed of its
progression. In 1968, Dr. Jim McNulty of the
State Department of Health reported suspris-
ingly short intervals from first exposure 10 chini-
cal onser of disease, On average S years among
Wittenoom mill workers and 612 years amobg
mine weorkers. At the same tinae, he reported the
rapid progression of the disease:

A man with two y£aTs exposure in the mili might
heve a norma! chest x ray and no symplons in

one year, but have dyspaoes, finger <labbing,
basal crepitations and an sbuormal chest 1 may
mcfoﬂcwingyu_x.“

An increased incidence of hung cancer among
asbestos workers was established by the 18505,
and the association of pleural mesothelioma
with ¢xposurt §o asbestos was recognized in
060 in Sotth Africe (see Introduction, page
ND. The first case of mesothelioma ocutside
South Africawiz an ex-Wittenoom mill
worker—was reponied by McNulty in 1962.%
Thus, medical knowledge of asbestos-related
disease increased substantally during the life
of the Wittenoom works, particulasly from the
mid-1950s ooward, and this reinforced existing
knowledge of the other heaith hazards of asbes-
tos.
At one fevel, Western Australia’s particular
fistorical experience made it awase of the dan.
ger of dust in the mining indnstry. Dust had
been identified as the major occupationsl
health hazard from ining io Austalia, from
the beginning of the century. By the §940¢/

..... 1950s, there was u long-standing set of proce-

dures to monitor dust levels in the goid and
coal mines amd to check miners for preumoco-
niosis. These procedures were effective for
pold miners in Kalgooriie and coxd miners in
Collie and in other sestied, loup-establishied
mining towns, Not surprisingly, they were

~tanch less effective in the smaller, more scat-

teret and isolated mines, particulaply of the
North West, where the workforee was ransient
and the mines mostly murginal and ephemeral.
X-ray screeding of North West miners was or-
ganized from Kalpoorlie, and in the 1940s a
Commonwealth mobile unit made the Marble
Bar-Yitgar-Wittencom trip biennially.™ Unit
1948 this unit also carried ont initisl medical
checks and issucd centificates,” Given the bigh
wrnover of the workforce at Wittenoom, these
procedures were clearly inadeguate. When the
plant grew larger in the early 19505, annual x-
ray examination was instituted, and in 1958—
ay a resuit of the first diagnosis of asbestosis—
clinical examination was added 10 the annual




" g ASBESTOS INDUSTRY AY WITTENQUOM IN W, AUSTRALIA

check,” The x-ray changes in asbestosis had
been found 10 be very subtle (see Chapter 9)
and therefore difficult to detect, and it was
hoped thef additional clinical examination
would enable caslier diagnosis.”

1t took some time for public health authori-
ties to adjust 10 the particular problems of
asbestos—a mimeral with which they had no
experience. In this situation the Health Depart-
ment {and the Mines Department for that mat-
besn found 10 be appropriate 1o gold mining.
One doctor stationsd iz Rocboune and sexviag
Wienoomr a8 & flyleg doctor in the petied
19521953 explained that:

Al this stage they were not concerned about long
diszase cnused by asbestos. They wers more
tajking abour dust on the hung wiich a miner uRs-
ally get. They were concerned sbout the miner
that worked direcaty in the mine.”

Experience suggested to officials that it was the
men with & history of mining behind them who

S 3 ........... sre mmm&ngc:mdﬁmmfmmbe

watched closely. The greater danger facing the
mill workers who were almost ali newcomers
tp, and transient in, the mining industry was
not fully recognired untif the wmide 1o late
31950s.

First 1o realize the extent of the threat posed
at Wittenoom was Eric Saint. One among
group of doctors recruited in Britain by the
Health Department in the postwar period ©
case the medical shartage in wnote areus, he
was appoinied to Port Hedland and serviced
Wittenoom as a flying doctor from 19481853,
What made bim unusual in WA, 21 the time
was his eoxtemsive knowledge of industrial
heaith, He had recently gained his doctorate in
the Department of Industrial Health at Newcas-
tle University in England. Furthesmaore, asbes-
tos manufacture near Newcastle had given him
ap understanding of the dangers of asbestos.”
Conseguently, be was horrified by what he saw

on his first visit to Wittenoom and wrote imme-

diately to Perth, stating that:

37
S

In & yoar of two ABA will produce the richest
and mow lethal orop of citses oF asbestosis in the
world’s liternturs . . . Naturaily 1 think some of
diese chests should be tooked inw.™

‘The Commissioner of Health responded posi-
tively, acknowiedging that “‘these workers
could easily incur & grester haxard than do
workers in our goki mines.™ He explained that
x reys in Perth would be required of all work-
ers befure the commencement of employment,
and that the Department was endeavorifiy 10
armange for the Commonweaith Mobiie Labo-
ratory 1 make ammual (rsther than biennial)
visits to Wisienoom,”

Szint tacklad the company at the same tirne:

¥ 238 **Look, you've gof problems.” . . . They
poch-poohiad me sad I faot they fabelod me as 3
troubiemaket . . . They dide’t Histen. 1 was justa
young man, a fyisg docwor , . . P4 only just
come out from England. snd they thonght
. 's this jumped-up feilow?'¢ That wes the
atrimde.™

Diepirtment seemed 0 him uncomprehending
of the scope of the potential disastes:

Tt was the kcal experience. Thay'd never en.
caunterad asbestoy; tey’d never had oocasion i
0ok it up in the titerattire, Bt wasn"t in the frong
of thelr conscinusmess. All they were thinking
was what they knew, that there’s o cerisih
amount of silicosis among the miners in Kalgoos.
lie . ., . The miniog people wete fooking at the
—taorndity -mroomyst TRiners; what intoreated dhem
was silicasis.”

At this stage the Health Depaniment did not
have an Occupstional Health Division, The
State"s small population and lack of secondary
industry, together with the zboliion of the
Commonwealth Departmient of Industrial Hy-
giene in 1932, resulted in ignorance and ne.
glect of the grea ™ It was pot until 1958 tha

“humped.up, self-imporiant.
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Dr. D. Letham {tubercuiosis physician at the™

Perth Chest Clinic) was offered the oppormmity
10 establish either an occupational health or ge-
riatric division in the Department, He chose
the former because of an interest in preventive
medicine, developed dusing his years as a phy-
sician at Woorooloo Sanatorium, where he
treatesd former gold miness for siticotuberculo-
sis. The division was set up in 1959 with a staff
of ore; there was zo second physician umil
1963, although a nurse and hmhh surveyor
were gppointed in the interim.®

Increased interest and expertise in cocupa-
tonal heslth and growing W.A. Emowiedge
about ashestos-related disease were expressed
throughout the 1960s in stronger pressure op
ABA 1o reduce the dust menace. In 1961 Le-
tham informed the company that dust counts
were too high and a meeting of company,
Health Depastment, and Mines Departent
represeatatives agreed that improvernents to
the ventilation of the mine and mill would be
rade and 2 system of dust counting begun ™

it this period the Departinent aiso con-
demned. . the. wse of 1aitings in. the towsship.

wmxmmmamﬂmlmvopamxm
titude i this matter.

This evidence suggests that, although the De.
partmeat took an increasingly strong line in the
1960s, it was not always politically astute or
offective, To assume that information detri-
snental 1o the company and supplied to man-
spement wouid be disseminated on even a lir-
ited seale can be considered maive,

A further area where the Departinent’s dog-
tors atiempted to intervene to protect workers
was in their advice to feave Wittenoom, which
they offered to individual workers during the

yearly ciinical examinations. There were prob-

lems with this, howevet, as the doctor most
involved, Yum McNulty, describes:

Perhaps the only medical advice one could have
ever given, in view of the dusty conditions sad
history was “3f you are thinkipg of golag--
don'st™ and “If you are there—Joavel™ bint this
i tot the advice they wanied | . | 1 there were
no siges of clinical disease, e could not advise
e to Jeave.

When the Commissioner of Public Health, Dr.
W, 8. Davidson, visited Wittenoom in 1965 he
“rebuked” the state school headmaster “in
vigorous terms™ for covering $he school yard
with taflings, and he informed the Shire Clerk
that:

Over the past years o attitude fias beoys made
peefectly clear to the Mines Department and the
Jmanagenent of the mine o the Hse of tailings

. The management of the mioe has bees given
t}woppormmtywmmmaﬂﬂmmmre we
have available on the subjwt

In atswer 0 the Secretary’s compiaint that the
Shire bad not been informed officially of the
Pepariment’s views, Davidson rephied:

As yaur Copncit has always contzined members
associated with the menagement of the mine, ]
cannot accept a suggestion that the Coundif as 2

Few workers appear to have foflowed the ad-
vice $0 jeave when it was given, Many workers
“dida"t want to be told” and some ecven tried
to dodge the examination. There were prob-
ably a number of reasons for this response, but

& major one was workers’ perception of their
{ack of choice. They faced unemplgyment and

foss of housing if they lefi Wittenoom; some
were in debt to the company; others did not

“have the Yames outv Tor therpselves aod tiedr

famities. In material terms, many did not have
a choice.

The Heabth Departmen; aiso struggied
through the period to achitve more accurate
dust counting ia tnine and mill. Ip 1959 the
Commissioner complainesd that the konimeter
used by Mines Deparmnent inspectors {who
took the readings) “*is not rtgarded as an ¢ffec-
tive instrument for dust couramg in the asbes-
tos industry in Canada.”"™ Neverheless, it was
not uptid 1966 that an industa) hygienist, cx-
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bt 0 the use of more sophisticated wquip-

ment, was brought across For New Sonth
Waies to take more refiable readings. His re-
port showed unsatisfactorily high dust concen
trations in both mine and mill, but by the time
#t was completed the plant had closed.™ -

The isolation of Wittesoom made adeguate
occapaticnal bealth supervision and servicing a
difficult dask for the Health Deparvment wntil
closue of the plant, A far preater impediment
to s effectivensss wes the legisiative inade-
quacy and bureaucratic division of authority
withis which it worked, WA, had po vecupa-
tonal health jegislation that could have pro-
vided the Department with the netessary
power to cifect change, Wittepoom: was
deetned 8 mine, Therefore, it came under the
provisions of the Mining Act™ ¢which did ne
touch on bealth af all) and the Mines Rogula-
tion Act,™ which vested in the Mines Depant
ment the powers of inspection and supervision
and of framing regulations reizting to sapita-
tion, skfety, ang health, The later Act defined
“mine"widﬁytomclu&nmmwbcplawof

..wbemtheproduc:sofanysmkplaoem
beiug teeated or dealt Witk Thus the raifl at
Wittenoon: was & mine for the purposes of the
Act. The Health Pepantment had no vight of
inspection OF power €0 igtervene and iosist on
change. It could only Haise with the Mines De~
partment; 3t could advise buf mot direct.
Krowledge and expertise wers thus separated
from authority over ovcupational health mat-
ters.

‘Faere is-archival-evidence that for Jhe entire
postwar period the Health Department was
conscions of the insdeqguacy of this administra-
tive armangement. Although Dr. Saimt was not
aware of it, Ris letfer in 1948 warning of the
psbeswsis danger spurred (he Departinent 10
propose in 1949 that an area within 3 miles of
ABA's works be excised from the jufisdiction
of the Mining Act and brovghs within that of
the Faclories and Shops Act, 5o that the Fac-
tory inspector couid “inspect the works and

enforce improvements”™ The attempt was

blocked when the Salicitor General, on the ad-
vice of the Mines Department, fuled that Wit
tenoom was & “mine” and therefore not a
“factory”™ The Department tried agais in
1953, in respemse 10 Kwinana's indistrial
growth, with a report that catied for coording-
tion to repizce the piccemeal approach of the
past. Industeial health, & argued:

- « - Bas largely boen neglected in WL A, Hithento
this naglest has besn of comparatiesdy staall im-
portance but the roeent and potential ragid ex-
pansion of local industry reguines 4s 0 tgke it
mediate sweps 1o close this gap io public health
defeoce meatures © protect the heshh of onr
growing industrial powiatioaa.“

What was needed was legisiation &nd orga-
nization that would plce contred of industria)
hygiese in the kands of the Heaith Depanment,
with representation provided for other deparnt-
soeots, The response was sgain negative; the
Assistant Parliamentary Draftsman snd Chief
Conveyancer advised that such legisiation
wmidcu:acrossuicast IOAm.ﬁwcélas

“ample ngﬁa.avc pawer almdy ex:sss 0
bﬁngabomWhmwdmmdwnhomfunhau-
pense 10 the State”™ The Commissioner of
Poblic Healih protested thas it was not possible
under existing legistation for his Depanment to
maintzin *adequsic medical supervision” of
ofher authorities win were “without the mudi-
cal knowledge required to appreciate the prob-
lems invoived ™ Nevertheless, nothing more
was heard of the move. The Department had
{ailed again.

Thus Jiaison and cooperation rernaiped the
only tools the Degparnnent had a: its disposal 10
achipve it ocecupationat health goals, and it
used them 08 the Mings Department and Fac-
tories Departient, the two uthorities that con-
irolled the bulk of the State’s workplaces, Re-
fations with the Factaries Doparment wers
cose and cordial as evidenced by the 1949 at-
wempt to bring Wittenoom under its jurisdic-
tion. "T'he Mines Depattment was more difficult
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to influence and relations were often more dis-

tant, thongh apparently not embittered. Bu-
reancratic divisions of suthority produced by
jegisiative inadequacy were most marked in the
mining ndustry. Here, the Mines Depastaent
had staiory responsibility for bealth sad
safety in the mines whereas the Health Depasnt-
ment was responsible for the medical examina-
tions of mine workers. The situation was fur-
ther complicated by federal involvement; in the
period before 1953 it was the Commonwealth
Department of Health that carried out the x-ray
program, a task that the State Department as-
sumed only after that date. Such divided au-
thority, and particaliasly that between the Mines
and Health Depanments, impeded effective
action oh occnpationszl health,
¢ Purtheemnore, the Mines Depariment was a
targe and traditionally orieassd orgamization
with 2 powerful ideology of development fuel-
ing its sctions. In this # reflected the views of
successive WA, goveraments, both Labor and
sop-Labor.” One health official Iabeled Mines
officers ““engineers who knew ove

Bepartment
teccessscstcstcsantccannns M’;yumnnmmmmm,

jor characteristios of the Department: s deve-
jopmentalisns and its optimism. These
determined the department’s fundamental and
continging respomse t¢ Wittenoom's ashestos
production—that it was & vaiueble industry 10
be fostered and presorved.

The Mines Department did not lack concern
about the heakth hazards of mining, in panticu-
Jar those of dust and inadecuate ventiiation, but
this concern was tempered by 2 pragmatic view
about what was ressonable in a marginal indus-
try and by a strong desire 10 eRCOUTREE Dew
mining ventures, And, without callousness, its
officers knew that a cenain measure of dust
disease was always associated with the mining
industry, Pr. McNelty, who worked first as
Mines Medical Officer in Kalgoorlic and then
as Oceupational Health Physician in tie Mealth
Department in Perth, explains thay:

When Cassatidras . . . advised that dust was a
probiem and predicted the developsmicnt of dis-

ezse fut Wittnoom} it dide't risg sny alang
belis in the peaple conctined o the mining in.
dustry because they wore used 1o it they -
pected it.®

Nonetheless, it would ¢ wrong to portray the
Mines Departinent and it inspectors siinply as
jax and ineffective. In the area the Depariment
kuew best, underground mining, standards
were enforced firmly. It insisted initially thas
ABA find “‘a competent mining man'’ to take
charge of undesground operations.” Afier the
introduction of low-back stoping as the most
efficient working procedure, the mine
functioned smoothly, with & low sccident
rate’™ and no mmjor enginetring setbacks,
apart from an underground collapse in 1962,
The Depantment ensured that the mine was
worked in accordance with regulations, sl-
though it made two contessions that illustrate
its pragmatism: first, it allowed ABA {6 instail
dizsel Jocomotives in the snine i 1945 because
they wers cheapest’™; and second, it studiously

Enghsh §
travened the Mines Regudation Act. The De-
partment’s awarceess of the company's
constant labor shortage explains the over-
sight, '@

The Department was confident that it ander-
stood and could handle the problems of the
industry—a view refected in the District In-
spector’s report in 1945 S

The problem o he faced in the future develop-
-rent of the vasbestss ‘Indestry-dn his Stare s
purely & mining one. The smeaburgical require-
ments of the undertaking are comparatively sim-
ple, since the separtion of the fibre is an emirely
mechanical process, snd since the deposits are 5o
large and regniar the peofogical sspect is afso
relatively simple '™

Such optimism proved to be misplaced, for sat-
isfactory quatity and dust conmirol in milling
was never achieved and unexpected variations
in the fength and gquality of fiber revesled the
deficiency of geological knowledge.'™ With
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. - Department’s agsistance, the mining prob-

lems were the ones most easity and immedi-

aiely sesolved,

Satisfactory dust control {especially in the
dry milling process of crushing, grinding, aspi-
rating, and bagging) was never achieved, al-
though the Department imew of the problem
:ﬁ;ckled # evpery year. Its basic premise was

The solution of the dust problem tesolves iiself
into the willingness of the Manugement 10 scoept
the responsibility of sceing to it thet the various
machines release os Hinle dust as possible into the
RmoSphert . |, Anyone constructing & dry treat-
toent plant of any description mmst realize that
fiest control iy the major principle around which
the rest of the plant is designed.'®

Respivators were aof an answer. The Depare-
et knew from experience that the men could
oot (and would pot) wear them in hot and hard
mining conditions.

Faced with this problem, the Depantment’s
response was o take the optimistic viaw, Year

as unsatisfactory, and yeay after year they re-
potted that conditions wese abowt to iaprove
because of some planned change, Thus in 31945
it was noted that:

The plant is equipped with a carchully designed
dust cotlection system. Dust escapes at oertaip
points, bt these mre minoy magers and can be
corrected. The collection of dust at the final dis-
charge is ool satisfactory. This is to receive for-
ey aggention

The 1946 inspection recommended “a slow
current of air distnbuted over 2 large 4rea’™ to
solve the comtinuing problem but concloded
thar *“when this is carried out, and it can be
done easily and cheaply, the dust puisance will
disappear,”™™ In 1949 the erection of & pew
milling plant was noted with the eddendum that
“dugt nuisance and similar defects wil now be
overcome. ™ Dust extractors were installed in

1950 in the rpill resulting in “z general im-

an
provement in conditions alf round.” " Mil} ex-
tensions brought renewed concers in 1952, but
the inspeesor reporied that “"at my fequest the
mill building is being totally tociosed and 2
Rreat iraprovement can already be scer in dust
contsol.”” By the close of the year he noted that
“the dust is pow controlled by extractor fans
and cyclones placed in the soof"™ Nonethe-
foss, a tour of inspection the foliowing year by
the Assistant State Mining Engineer found con-
ditions much less pleasing:

Mill operation, at the timee of pur visk, was very
dusty being brought sbeut by the installation of
sew plant and the removal of dust curtaing. The
milt staf¥ advises thut the dust will only be a tom-
porary nuisance sod should be well under control
withiz & wesk or twe,

Dust control did et ovenate, however, aad
the 1954 inepection reported & “disgraceful”
sitation irt the mill with “severe dust (or §is
bes) concentmtion poliuting the entire plant.”’
Nevertheless, the inspector had yet another so-
lution, stating that “'the most effective remedy

would be fo exhatist  Yarge - volumes -of -air-
through the roof of the mill buitding.'®
Thus, after more than 10 years of milling,
dust Jevels had not boen brought under control.
What hac seemed to the inspector in 1945 a
“minos paatter” WaS proving an intractsble
problem. It was to persist until the closire of
the plant in 1966, despite some improvement
after the pew mil] ie Colonial Gorge begaz op-
eration in 1957, What ¥s sigmificant, however,
-ure; the -compwe stremls iz the atitudes of
Mines Depariment officials: (1) that the prob-
jem was capable of 2 simple sciution that they
could identify; and {2) that conditions, though
bad a1 the tme, were about to smprove. The
N.8.W. industrial hygienist who took dust
readings in the plant in 1966 just before its clo-
sure concluded that the task of dust control in
such an installation was one on which a deter-
mined and skilled industrial hygienist would
need 1o spend a good deal of time to accom-
plish, i should not, he concluded “have been
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the responsibility of busy mines inspectors.” .
Even so, the fact semains that the Mites De-
partment believed it fad the time, expericnce,
and expettise 10 handie the problem. it cicarly
43 not,

Given that government controls did not op-
erate effectively to potice the condigons for oc-
cupational heaith st Wittenoom, why were such
controls $0 pecessary? Why were the com-
pany’s own standards 50 inadequate? CSR has
been found legally “'neplipent™ in jts manage-
ment of asbestos dust in ABA's works, making
asbestos-related disease among ABA's former
workforce 5 respoasibility. This "nepli-
gence” fiad several causes. Like zay private
sector enterprise, CSR was copcerned with
profitability and therefors with cost contain.
ment, Health costs were 1x0f, however, part of
ke company's caiculafions, being esternalized
in the public health system. Two additional fac-
tors furtber determined the company’s belav-
ior. The first was CSR’¢ inexperience end ap-
parent imcompetence i managing the mining
works.mdﬂwwoondwasﬁwoonﬁnnaimk-

iarge and prestigious Australian company as
CSR shonld be istereqied in developing Wite-
noom’s psbestos, ABA did not live up te ex-
pectations. The parent company had virtally
8O mining experience; #t was a sugsy cormpany,
ang #s only other mining venture wias at
Zeehan i Tasmania, where small quantities of
white asbestos ware produced. TS8R had be-
come interested in asbestos fiber becguse it had
entered the building materials fiald in 1938,
with the mansfacture of cane fiber insulation
board, a by-product of its sugar milling.'" To
this mining inexperience was added the zb-
sence Of any Australiag precedent for blue as-
bestos mining or milling. The process would
be one of wial and error and NS sneoess would
depend on the expertise and innovativeness of
management. ABA did not prove gqual 10 the
task.

Almost immediately on the company’s es-
tablishment, in 1944, the Mines Department

began commenting critically on its inexperi-
ence and lebeling its munagemest “ama-
geurs.” "' One man who went jo Wittenoom in
1946 to work as 2 fitter in the mil} recalleg
that:

SR didn" Itow very much sboat crushing ore.
They knew o for about sugar cane and were Hy-
ing @ epply the samae principhes amd W dida"y
wark . !dtmk{hcmedotbmbcstbm

ﬂwywwfommcxpermmag

He worked for ABA until 1950, becoming 2
it shift boss gnd fnatly draughtsman. In this
Jast capacity hie joined in the experimentagon,
writing to the National Safety Council for
“guidance as (o the rules and regulations™ o
e dmgnﬁng of safeguards for mifi wechin-
ery. mm&ofmmgmﬁcxpauschaé
prore in common with the traditional ad koo
practices of outback mining than it did with the
cffective operation of a Jarge corporate enter-
prise,

The inefficiency and iespitude of these

. mﬁymmm@%u@eug@*ﬁ&o{ ...............

the mine, and stories itfustzating the company's
jow standards are a common tlement in work-
ers’ reeall of their time in Wittenoom-whether
shey worked there in the 19405 or the 1960s.
The description of the work process in 1966
given by the industria) hygieniss, Major, 10 ac-
compary his dust readings confinms the jene
of continning inefficiency; unskilled n(f:hﬁca
tions to machinery, spillages, jeakages, 2nd
cut-zway duet work, One metal tradegtnan,
who worked from 1964-1966 as a leading hand
underground, drew sharp contrasts berwees
ABA and his later employer, Moumt Isa
Mines*:

Mount sz was differcnt. When you wesp there
you westt 1o school for » week . ., 31 was &}
safety, you koow; Jearning s} about safery. At

*loceted i the northwesiern region af Queensiand,
g Mount Isa Mint s = tadne prodesss of Jnad, slive,
oOpPpet, ahd Zirg,

r—— "
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Mouar Isa they were very $irict, you koow. You
had glasses and goggles apd safety belts and they
had blokes going ground all the time there, If
you dida't sbide by the rules they'd suspend you,
It wasti't a2 strict shers fat Wittenoom} as what it
was et Moant Fra,'?

Casual inefficiency multiplied the dust hazard
both inside the mill and in the surrounding en-
viromment, which was grossly poliuted as the
exhaust systen contisued, 12 discharge w some
degree into the atmasphere. Inadequate mainte-
aance, the use of poorly adapted worn-out ma-
chinery, and constant irsprovisation and cost-
saviag wWere characteristic management
practices, whick becrme more noticeable s the
19005 as comparisons began to be drawn with
s wew Pilbass trom ore ventures.

Becasse Witienoars was an isolsted com-
pany town, where mansgement had prior
koowiedpe of official visits, ABA was able w
disguise the extent of these health hazasds, es-
pecizlly in the mill, by cleaning vp especiatly
for inspections.™ This action wundoubeedly

ssure. Also moportant was ABA’S weak
warket position. The industry was always mar-
ginai snd ABA secorded a joss in alf years
19431956 except those from 1956-1961. %
By 1953 it had aceumulated fosses of $1.6 mil-
lion, whick had grown w $2.5 million by
3966.% Althoagh these osses wete shsorbed
in CSR's farper bookkeeping, the effect in
WA, was to remove some of the pressure from
the company on the issue of dust control -
provements. Few wanted {0 see the industry
close altogether; wmore than 200 jobs were at
stake and another mining ghost town would be
created. Thus 2 weak market positton helped to
Bimit heaith improvements.

Organized fabor complained of the “dust
nutsance™ al various times across the whele
period of Wittenoom's operation. In 1946,
when the first award for the askestos mining
mdustry wias being negotiated, the Australian
Workers” Unlon (AW} argued for the nclu-
sien of 2 dust aliowance on two grownds:

* a2y

- r
The question of silice wenid be lnvolved here
. - . Bat it s she discomion caused by working
it the dost thut s why we are claining i1, Very
often when men are working in the dust they
kave to wear respirators to kesp the dust from
clogging their month and pose, and i they bave
10 wear somethisg it is very uncomfortable,

So, initially, aithough there was some suspicion
of the threat of sificosis, the AW perceived
the dust essentislly o discomfort ther Jestified
extrz remuncration for workers. Thiz claim
was not granted, and the initiai AWU award
gazetnd in 1947 went only 50 far s to declare
that “ao dey cashing plants shall be operased
anless ender suck conditions as obvigte dost gs
far a5 Is reasonably practicsble.’"™

T unicns displayed o mueh greater smexe.
ness of the dangers of the dust by 1949, Like
the heaith anthorities, however, they stressed
the sifica content in the pock containing the as-
bestos fiber and the danger of siticosis i mine

was in the process of eliminating the “*dust nui-
sance,” was stilf Dot prepared 1o concede ifs
danger. The employer’s advocate insisted that:

The Cotapany does ool admit tha that fWige-
noom’s) dust is dangerous, Merely because there
are thonfds of Juss, & does not mean vhay that dust

is dangerous, ' -

The Award In 1949 was amended to Jactude
provision for a dust atlowance, sheuld # Boar3
of Reference recommend it ™

A Board of Reference held in 1957 con-
firmez the poor working conditions in the mill:

Conditions withiz the mitl were extremely dosty
and . . . mill woskers were brgritred wht dust
oo« A thick palf of disst was present in the near
vicinity of the mill,'®

The Boatd sruled that *‘the asbestos mining in-
dustry Is necessarily associaled with some de-
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gree of dust muisance,” Dut that at Wittznoom
the anisance was “‘excessive.” Mill workers
therciore received a 64 per hour dust alfow-
ance {to add to the 176 aireedy being paid by
the Company). ™» Seven mouths tater, becavse
dust-reducing equipment had been installed,
the allowance was reduced to 3d or 44 and re-
stricted to workers in the bagging and crushing
areas, and in the dust rooms, In 1959 z union
atterpt to have the alfowance increased was
rejected, ™

The trade nnions representing Wittenoom's
workers kad very limited success in reduciag
the Jevels of asbestos dust in the werkpiace.
Above all, they lacked knowledge, and they
remained vnaware of the degree of danger
Though they certainly struggied 1o bave the
dust recognized as a probiem, they did so in
the context of arbitration in an endesvor 1o gain
feonstary comopensafion for their members exv
posed to dust. Union influence was weak in
Wittenoom itself, Many workers were only
rorminal members of their unions, and the high
Iabor mmover meant that the unions had diffi-

SOCIAL-HIBTORICAL, MEDICOLEGAL, AND RIHICAL ASPECTS OF MESOTHELIOMA

to survive in an isclated and harsh envicon-
ment, compownied the situation. Within thig
compiex of determinants, individual fate was
cast,
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