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AND NO ONE SEEMS TO CARE

b ;'Asbestos Workers~Walking Backwards Untl They Die

BY MIKE LAVELLE

CHICAGO"0ne of the mex in the asbestos
workers' union, before he died, used to walk
< backwards. I had never seen this before until
1 began to cate for ashestos workers, You may
wonder why ashestos workers walk hack-

1 wards. They don't abways walk hackwards. 1t

- is only ioing upstaits, They are so short of
breatly that alter two steps they have to st
dowrni, 13 Is easier to go up a flight of stairs
backwards than walking up. It is 2 lerrible
way lo die”

. That is from Dr, Irving Selikofl's testimony

1 tbelore the Senate Labor Committee in supe

§ +port of the Qeaupational Safety and Health

et
_ Asbestos {5 a mineral compoged of waxy

. white fibers, not unlike dental floss in appear-

|7 afice, Ashestos, a mineral found in serpentine

| reck, is virtually indestroctible, is resistant to
" Jeat, cold and most chemicals. It dags not der
1 cay orcorrode, THnGgh stiong, asbestos fibers
ate 50 5oft and flexible thdt they ean be spun
ind woven like cotton, No matter how it i
" crushed, smaller and smaller fibers result,
" Ashestos has an estimated 3,000 industrial
4 -uses, among them insulation for space rock-
ats, roof shingles, siding, packing, gaskets, en-
* gine blankets, brake lining, muftlers, building
* “constryction and insulation, home furnish-
1 ings, drapes, rugs, floors, ceiling files, pots
A Holders, oven Iiing,

Ashestos has been called the mugic mineral
of the 20th century and, a5 & measure of the
ugly side of industrial progress, it even has a
disease named afler it: ashestosis,

. The disease results from breathing in the

tiny ashestos particles, Tt {5 2 crippling, often
fatal lnng disease similar 1o coal miners' black
lung, marked by coughing, shortness of
breath, and a scarring of fung tissue revealed
in X rays,

Ashestosis was fits! reporled in medical
hterature in 1907 by an English doctor, Indi-
vidual cases have been reported in the United
States and Greal Britain ever since,

Qver the years the US. government has
Tecommended a series of safe ashestos expo-
sure Jevels, each lower than the previous lev.
¢l. Yet 129 of the deaths of workers at Johns

Mike LaVelle, o hot pipe bender, twriles

“obout bluecoller offairs for the Chicago

Tribune,

Manville Corp. (the largest U.S. produger of
aghestos) between 1939 and 1072 resulted
fiom asbestass,

Eliminatmg alf exposure s technically fea-
sible, but for the moment no pressure for this
seems {o be coming from utions or govern-
ment.

There seems to e a it of economic black-
mail in the asbestos manufacturers claim
that if they are pressed o end all esposure
they would be left with two opltions—move to
& more favorsble lahor climate or automate
the existing plants, In either event, workers
are in what 18 {ast becoming a deadly worke
and-health bind, struggling for industrial
safety, Industry's response {o their dilemma
taices the form of threatening their jobs,

Except for a growing corps of dedicated

doctors, science seems lo be @ netural observe

e, Tf there are any government, union or in-
dustry crash programs to.change the ashestos
Industry hazards, I'm either ignorant of them
or thew administrators are doing a lousy job
of advertising their efforts.

The difficulty in spreading the message of
occupational hazards is that much of it 15 cuv
mulative and undramalic, A victim of 2 lung
disease isn't dancing one day and dead the
nest. It s a very slow, painful process nol un.
like cancer, One could, In fact, call asbestos a
form of industrial cancer.

Selikoff did 2 study of 632 asbestos workers
with 20 or more vears of exposure and found
{heir dealh rate o he 23% greater than other
workers in & similar age hracket, The effects
of ashesins are suntmed up best by a worker
who said:

"At nighttime T can't sleep, 1t just seems
like I'm sore al} over, Now { aven get pains in
the chest and downithe back and everything.
My wife don't sleep with me. [ cough too
much at rught, I'm 43 2nd 1 fee] like 75"

Somg propress i being made: ashestos
workers, who previously could not look al
their own X rays, now can do sq through their
1970 contract with Johns Manville, Before
then the company wouldnt give any valid
medical information at all

Even thal is a new departure from the
bread-and-butter contracts of the ‘505, accord-
fng o one vnion officfal: “We were aware of
asbestosis then, 1 couldn't help but notice it T
saw peaple die {rom it, However, the time for
action wasn't ripe in the '50s."

Well, its tipe now. Ripe, hell, 14 say it's
festering,
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