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Bringing Attention to the Asbestos Occupational Health

Problems of Hong Kong’s Frontline Rescue Teams

Working in the Rubble of old Buildings

Asbestos, after inhalation, is

proven to be harmful to the human

body. Inhaled asbestos causes

chances of suffering from asbestosis,

mesothelioma and other sicknesses.

In Hong Kong, asbestos is mainly

used as a heat insulator, and is

commonly used as a construction

material in buildings built before

1980. The Environmental Protection

Department (EPD) of Hong Kong has

also said that the majority of buildings

in Hong Kong over 20 years old

contain asbestos in the building

materials.

Regarding the collapse of old

buildings recently in To Kwa Wan,

apart from expressing our deepest

pity to the injured and affected, the

HKWHC has also shown concern to

the effects of the large amount of dust

released and those who may be

affected. It is understood that the

collapsed building and those around

it have an average age of over fifty

years old. Most of these buildings

which are over 30 years old are likely

to contain asbestos in their building

materials. Taking this incident as an

example, the building suddenly

collapsed due to damage of the

bui lding structure, which may

produce rubble that  contains

asbestos and also a considerable

amount of asbestos dust, therefore

affecting front-line rescue workers,

nearby residents as well as the health

of the community.

After the incident, groups of

rescue workers started searches and

rescue work in the dust-covered

scene. It was obvious that relevant

departments had not viewed the

rubble as suspected asbestos-

Commentary
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containing material; rescuers had not

taken enough personal protective

measures, including wearing suitable

breathing apparatus and other

protective equipment. In view of the

fact that front-line rescue workers

were suspected to have inhaled

asbestos dust in the rescue events

in the collapse of the World Trade

Center in New York (911 incident) a

few years ago, which led to the

suffering of mesothelioma due to

asbestos, and died in the coming few

years, thus HKWHC is highly

concerned about the local front-line

workers this time would have a

chance to inhale asbestos dust, thus

increasing the risk of suffering

mesothelioma.

Regard ing  th i s ,  HKWHC

s t r o n g l y  r e q u e s t s  t h a t  t h e

government and relevant people

should carry out relative prevention

measures and follow-ups for this

incident:

1. Character-wise, after this

inc iden t ,  t he  Env i ronmen ta l

Protection Deo, as the enforcer of

laws about asbestos, should take

more initiative to determine whether

the rubble contains asbestos and

make  a  de ta i l ed  immed ia te

assessment of asbestos, including

collecting rubble and air samples, in

order to understand the effects of this

incident to the health of those around

i t .  This can provide the best

prevention for those workers or

rescuers and everyone that has a

chance to get in contact with it

(including nearby residents). All

relevant government departments

and people should also make

appropriate arrangements according

to the risk evaluation report.

2. HKWHC urges the Labour

Department to take upon the role of

the supervisor in this incident, and

closely monitor the potential risks in

the working environment. Also, they

should improve communication with

other departments (e.g. the Police

Department, the Fire Services

Department) in order to make sure

that they follow relevant guidelines.

3. If workers taking part in this

time’s search and rescue did not use

qualified personal protection gear,

involved departments should provide

periodic health checks in order to

prevent them from suffering asbestos

related diseases due to this incident.

4.  The EPD should monitor the

asbestos-containing rubble produced

in this collapsing of buildings, and

ensure that these materials are

treated according to guidelines under

the Hong Kong law, which can protect

the heath of nearby residents and

workers. Moreover, this incident has

led to the demolishing of nearby old

buildings in the near future, thus the

HKWHC worries that the demolishing

process will greatly affect the health

of a large number of people. Thus,

we hope that this incident can urge

the EPD to formulate a better

monitoring system, and have a

greater degree of management over

its qualified contractors.

5. All people should remember

that  us ing qual i f ied personal

protection equipment is the last line

of defense to protect the workers’

occupat iona l  hea l th ,  thus  in

reasonable and feasible conditions,

employers should first eliminate or

minimize the danger potentials in a

working environment, and provide a

safe environment for workers to work

in.

We strongly urge re lated

departments to show concern for the

incident and consider the above

suggestions, and protect the health

of front-line staff, workers and

citizens.

Commentary
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Regular Contact with Hazards Chemicals of

Outsourced Cleaning Workers While

Occupational Health

was Neglected

In view of the fact that cleaners

of ten use a large amount  of

chemicals when they are working, the

Hong Kong Workers’ Health Centre

worked with the Cleaning Workers

Union in carrying out a survey,

namely “The Participatory Action

Research of Occupational Chemical

Hazards of Outsource Cleaning

Workers” from July to September

in 2009. We had interviewed around

a hundred cleaners that worked in

large-scaled public housing estates,

private housing estates, markets and

streets, hoping that through the

publishing of this action research we

can raise the awareness of safety in

using chemicals by cleaners.

Results of the research show

that cleaners have to use different

types of  chemicals  (such as

bleaches, multi purpose disinfectant

cleaner and thinners) for a long

period of time when they are working.

However, due to the poor ventilation

system in the working area, cleaners

often smell the strong odour from the

chemicals. Twenty percent of the

interviewees expressed that due to

the use of chemicals, they had

discomfort in their eyes, itchy or

swelling skin, and even coughing.

Although their job is dangerous, more

than half of the employers did not do

safety assessments or set clear

working guidelines. Also, around

eighty percent of the employers did

not provide suitable training for their

employees in learning about safety

and correct usage of chemicals. In

addition, most of the employers were

unable to provide enough information

or information that was of suitable

level to the education level of workers

regarding the correct usage of

chemicals to employees. Part of the

employers provided protective

equipment that were of low quality,

and some did not even provide

enough protective equipments.

Therefore, in solving occupational

health problems of cleaners, the

Cleaning Workers Union and the

HKWHC had proposed the following

advice:

Employers must carry out

their basic responsibil i ty of

ensuring the safety and health

of their workers –
do assessments and announce

relative preventive measures for all

workplace, and improve the safety of

the working environments; set a clear

and standardized safety guidelines,

give appropriate trainings to workers

in different working posts; assist

employees in understanding and

providing them with enough and

appropriate information about

chemicals; providing workers with

enough tools and appropriate

personal protective equipments; do

regular body checkups for employees

so that harm caused by use of

chemicals can be detected at an early

time.

The government and prop-

erty developers are the largest

sub-contractors in the cleaning

industry, therefore they should be

involved in the work of ensuring

the safety and occupational

health of cleaners.  The Cleaning

Workers Union and the HKWHC

urges sub–contractors to thoroughly

list the responsibility of contractors

in ensuring occupational health of

workers – as stated above – in their

outsourcing contracts. Sub–con-

tractors should assess regularly

whether or not contractors are

implementing measures that ensure

occupational safety of cleaners. If

contractors are providing safety

measures that are below standard,

points will be deducted from them as

punishment, directly affecting the

chances of their next tender.

A p a r t  f r o m  t h e  a b o v e

mentioned, we urge the Labour

Department to perform its role in

inspection, intensify its surveillance

such that employers will ensure

occupational health of workers.

They should also use available

resources and take the initiative in

r e g u l a t i n g  t h e  s t a n d a r d  o f

occupational health in the cleaning

industry.

Commentary
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Renovation of old buildings, Prevention of Asbestos.

Introduction:

Old style buildings in Hong Kong

have been standing for a long time,

and as they are worn down by time,

they need renovation no matter for

the exterior or the interior. Nowadays,

a lot of workers need to take up jobs

of renovating old buildings, but do the

employers know that renovating old

buildings could cause asbestos

occupational health problems, and in

turn lead to workers risking their

health in suffering asbestosis related

diseases? These illnesses often

greatly affect the workers’ life.

Therefore, the employers have the

responsibility to consider the potential

hazards in the working environment

in order to lower the risk of workers

getting sick.

In view of this, HKWHC is

concerned that the renovation of old

buildings may cause negative effects

on workers’ occupational health, thus

hope that suggestions and preventive

measures may be raised, in order to

prevent workers getting related

occupational diseases due to

renovation of old buildings. In the

following, let us investigate what

problems we face and our public of

“Renovat ion of  old bui ld ings,

Prevention of Asbestos”.

Assessment of Asbestos in

Old Buildings first

Assessment of Asbestos is the

process usually ignored by people,

but actually, buildings with over 30

years of age have a high change of

containing asbestos materials, and it

causes long-term harm to the

environment and the human body.

Thus, before deciding to renovate an

old building, property owners or

employers have the responsibility to

consider whether the age of the

building belongs to the group of

buildings that has a high chance of

having construct ion materials

containing asbestos, and make

corresponding measures. As the

higher the amount of asbestos

contained the in construct ion

material, the higher the risks that the

workers bear are, owners should first

assess the asbestos amount in the

old buildings in order to avoid the

workers getting in contact with the

asbestos dust and affecting their

health.

Assessment of asbestos must

be carried out by qualified persons

registered by the EPD. This is

because if the asbestos is not

properly treated, it would lead to

release of asbestos dust, which

when inhaled, would lead to lung

c a n c e r ,  a s b e s t o s i s  a n d

mesothelioma. Thus, the first job is

to assess the asbestos in the

building, then in the report, list in

detail the asbestos content and

situation of existence of the building.

This can let people understand the

potential hazards in the environment,

thus protecting workers’ occupational

health.

In addition, having a deeper

understanding of asbestos by the

workers is also an important element

in protecting their health. In early

years, asbestos was widely used as

a construction material due to its

many functions. In old buildings, the

walls, plastic floor panels, wave

pattern cement, grille, outer pipe heat

insulator and others may all be mixed

with asbestos. Thus, employers must

provide time and ways to the workers

f o r  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  r e l a t e d

occupational health and safety

training, which can consolidate their

knowledge o f  asbestos ,  and

understand the harmful effects of

asbestos to their health. They will

thus raise their safety awareness

when working on the renovation, and

pay spec ia l  a t ten t ion  to  the

construction materials in or out of the

Occupational Health Education
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house, lowering the unnecessary

risks they need to bear.

Looking for qualified per-

sons to deal with asbestos

problems

Asbestos exposure cannot be

judged just by eyesight, so it must be

dealt with by asbestos contractors

registered with the EPD. The EPD’

website has recorded registered

asbestos professionals’ information,

including asbestos consultants,

asbestos contractors, asbestos

l a b o r a t o r i e s  a n d  a s b e s t o s

supervisors. For details, please visit

the EPD website to inquire about

qualif ied persons’ registration

information. Thus, unqualif ied

persons are not allowed to deal with

asbestos, including demolishing or

renovating etc, as when using

incorrect ways of dealing or removing

asbestos would lead to a large

amount of asbestos dust being

released, which is a hazard to the

health of workers, residents and the

environment.

As the removal of asbestos from

buildings requires a qualified person

to carry it out, employers should

appo in t  reg is te red  asbes tos

contractors recorded on the EPD

website.

Cautious attitude

Asthere is a high chance of

asbestos existing in old buildings,

employers must take a cautious

attitude in treating asbestos and

other suspicious materials, and treat

those suspicious materials as

asbestos. Employers should also

give out clear guidelines to their

workers, and if the workers discover

suspicious materials, they should

immediately stop renovation work

and noti fy the employers and

property owners, thus lowering the

chances of asbestos dust being

given out. Intact asbestos material

does not cause harm to our health,

but once it has been interfered with

and damaged, i t  may release

asbestos dust, which when inhaled

will accumulate in the long-term,

thus severely affecting the workers’

health.

Additionally, employers have the

responsibility to assist workers to

treat the clothing that has been in

contact with the suspicious materials,

as the dirtied clothing may contain

asbestos, thus the employers should

take a cautious attitude and give clear

instructions to tell the workers how

to treat it properly in order to avoid

the source of pollution expanding

further, and affecting the environment

and one’s health.

Conclusion

Actually, it is a basic requirement

that an employer provides a good and

safe working environment for his/her

employees. Thus, the employer has the

responsibility to ensure that the workers

are clear of the potential risks in old

buildings before starting renovation

work, which can help the workers carry

out corresponding measures.

Afterwards, about the safety of the

working environment, one should

Occupational Health Education
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Assessment of

Asbestos in Old

Buildings first

Looking for qualified

persons to deal with

asbestos

Cautious attitude

Occupational Health Education

arrange for qualified persons and

specialists to treat such problems.

Lastly, one must have a cautious

attitude to suitably treat problems such

as workers finding asbestos-like

materials. These can then ensure that

the workers carry out the renovation

work in a safe environment, thus

protecting their health.

In order to raise the awareness

of the public towards the harmful

e f fec ts  o f  asbes tos  and  the

occupat ional health problems

related to asbestos, and also to

protect the occupational health of

workers engaging in renovation

and demol i t ion of  Hong Kong

buildings, the HKWHC has received

s p o n s o r s h i p  f r o m  t h e

Pneumoconiosis Compensation

Fund Board and jointly published a

booklet and CD-ROM promotional

v i d e o s ,  h o p i n g  t o  p r o m o t e

occupational health prevention

education, to lower the chance of

workers gett ing asbestosis or

related diseases. These educational

mater ia ls  publ ished are only

available in traditional Chinese or

simplified Chinese. Individuals

interested in gett ing them are

welcome to visit our web site at www.

hkwhc.org.hk.  For inquiry, please

call (852) 27253996 or email at

info@hkwhc.org.hk.
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The Past and the Future –

the HKWHC’s 25th jubilee anniversary

Industrial & construction development and

the formation of HKWHC at 1984

Hong Kong’s industrial and

c o n s t r u c t i o n  i n d u s t r y  h a v e

sustainable developed in the late

seventies and early eighties; however

the protection for workers’ health and

safety was inadequate. Europe's

trade unions, business groups and

political groups think that Hong Kong

workers are suffering from serous

exploitation. They have poor working

environment and lack protection. This

leads to the low production cost and

thus the low cost of Hong Kong

products in European and American

market. In 1977, the British House of

Common made a motion debate on

Hong Kong’s industrial safety,

coming to an agreement that they

could not tolerate the poor situation

of Hong Kong’s industrial safety.

One of our board members, Dr

Ip Fu-keung wrote an article in

January 1982, listing out the serious

number of work injuries. He said,

“From 1976 to 1980, although it was

just a short period of five years, there

were already 241,467 persons who

suffered from work injury, 1,318 of

which died. The labour force in Hong

Kong is of around two million. In other

words, one tenth of the workers had

been injured in five years. Also, there

are 270 deaths per year on average.

The number of work-related injuries

is very serious. Till September in

1981, there were already 31,212

cases of work-related injuries and 66

deaths.” Then, Dr. Ip asked a

thought-provoking question, “This

situation makes people feel sad. Why

are we still neglecting the industrial

safety in Hong Kong?”

What’s New

The Hong Kong Workers’ Health

C e n t r e  ( H K W H C )  h a s  b e e n

established for 25 years. For the past

years, we have been working hard to

protect the health of workers. In the

fu tu re ,  we  hope  to  p romote

occupational health to the public, so

that the aim and message brought by

our centre can continue as we step

forth into a new era.

To help readers understand what

we have done for the past 25 years,

we will especially introduce the

history of our centre in the future

bimonthly magazines, so that readers

can review the establ ishment

background and different jobs of our

centre then. Readers can also take a

glimpse of what society in Hong Kong

was like then.
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An article of a local newspaper

Xin Wanbao written on 14th October,

1 9 8 4  ( S u n d a y )  s t a t e d  t h e

background of the establishment of

the Hong Kong Workers’ Health

Centre.  Another board member of

Workers’ Health Centre, Dr. Ignatius

Yu Tak Sun, pointed out in an

interview, “There are around forty

thousand factories in Hong Kong and

around two thousand construction

sites. Workers are working day and

night in an environment that does not

provide enough protection. They will

more or less be infected with

occupational diseases, some of

which may be serious that they cause

death or permanent disability, those

that are less serious may also cause

injuries and scratches to limbs,

causing disadvantage to health.”

This is an issue reflected by a

group of teenagers. This is how they

introduced themselves: “In 1980, a

group of teenagers that were

interested in industr ial health

problems participated in an industrial

health leadership training programme

organized by a community centre.

Afterwards, since they had similar

interests, they stayed in that centre

and gave assistance in editing

newspaper articles (bimonthly)

in t roduc ing  indust r ia l  hea l th

knowledge. They also distributed the

What’s New
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unable to receive enough medical

services. Right now only large-scaled

factories provide medical services for

its workers, but services were only

limited to treatment to common

diseases. It was rare that they provide

comprehensive prevention and

protection services to their workers.

The correct prevention and treatment

to occupational diseases were of

larger inadequacy.” (Taken from

Occupational Health in February

1984) The group of teenagers

therefore proposed the establishment

of a “Workers’ Health Centre”, and in

the end established a preparatory

committee in February 1984.

After a lot of hard work, the Hong

Kong Workers’ Health Centre was

officially established on 7th October,

1984.

articles to labour groups and workers.

This maintained for more than twenty

issues. In this period of time, there

was a continuous addition of new

members contr ibut ing to th is

meaningful work.” The centre

mentioned here is called “Kwun Tong

Industrial Health Center”, and the

article they had published is named

as “Industrial Health”

In an article in “Industrial Health”

written in January 1982, under the

section of “Words from the editor”, the

group of teens expressed their

feelings, “We feel that workers have

created wealth for our society, but we

are not trying to improve or even be

concerned about their lives, rights and

health. This is very unfair.” In facing

the inadequacy of occupational health

protection, the group of teens thinks

that “In Hong Kong, occupational

health problems had always been

neglected. Industrial accidents and

occupational diseases had always

been bringing harm to workers’ health.

We hope to improve such situation,

thus promoting the development of

occupational health in Hong Kong.”

Therefore, they established a group

called “Occupational Health Concern

Group”, which is renamed as

“Association of Occupational Health”

in 1983.

At the same time, they thought

that  “Hong Kong’s  indust r ia l

development had reached a certain

standard,  and the number of

industrial workers being engaged in

manual labour has reached one

million. They had contributed labour

for Hong Kong’s prosperity, but were

What’s New
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The Past and the Future –

the HKWHC’s 25th jubilee anniversary

Twenty five years of concern on asbestos

For the past 25 years, the

HKWHC has always paid attention to

occupational health and injuries of

people from different careers and

industries. Amongst respective

occupational safety and health

issues, the HKWHC is especially

concerned about the prevention of

pneumoconiosis and the living

standards of people suffering from

pneumoconiosis. Therefore, we are

committed to promoting occupational

health and educating people of ways

to prevent sources causing such

occupational disease. We are also

actively involved in discussions that

a re  re l evan t  t o  wo rk  i n j u r y

compensation to those who are

suffering from pneumoconiosis,

hoping to give them assistance. Let

us take a review on what the HKWHC

has done in the past in helping the

prevention of usage of asbestos and

the rehabilitation of people suffering

from pneumoconiosis.

When the HKWHC was first

established, we had already raised a

number of proposals relating to

pneumoconiosis compensation fund,

hoping that they can use the surplus

wisely in setting up a sanatorium and

a professional organization that helps

prevent pneumoconiosis, so that

patients, workers and employees can

have certain channels in seeking for

suitable advice. At the same time, we

strived hard to advocate the provision

of regular body check-ups for workers

that are frequently in contact with

asbestos, such as those who are

w o r k i n g  i n  i n d u s t r i e s  l i k e

construction, textile and stone-

grinding.  Also, we requested the

F u n d  t o  s u p p o r t  n o n - p r o f i t

organizations as to work for the

promotion and education of the

prevention of pneumoconiosis.

In 1984, the HKWHC raised

suggestions for control of usage of

carcinogenic chemicals, which

included the prohibition and control

of imports, and the specification of

using dangerous yet replaceable

carcinogens, including chemicals

such as crocidolite, so that we can

further prevent causes leading to

pneumoconiosis. Also, the HKWHC

participated in different forums in

discussing about “problem of public

building with asbestos” organized by

Radio Television of Hong Kong or

other related parties in 1988, pointing

out that the work of clearance of

public housings with asbestos then

was inappropriate and workers were

not protected fully by medical

surveillance. We suggested that

authorit ies should register al l

asbestos products imported into

Hong Kong, so that it would be easier

if they had to trace the sources in the

future. In addition, we hoped that

a u t h o r i t i e s  c a n  u s e  t h e

pneumoconiosis compensation fund

wisely to help residents that are

involved in the clearance.

The HKWHC hoped that people

with work injury or occupational

disease can seek mutual help from

each others. Under the help of the

HKWHC, the “Pneumoconiosis

Mutual Aid Association” (PMAA) was

established in 1992, aiming to help

patients build positive attitudes

towards life. Also, the HKWHC has

paid attention to research about

occupational heath and always

acknowledging the latest situation.

We had finished a research namely

“Investigation on needs of Silicosis

What’s New
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patients” in 1992 and 1995.

Regarding the proposal of new

policies, the HKWHC has always

been concerned about regulations

f o r  t h e  p n e u m o c o n i o s i s

compensat ion fund s ince i ts

establishment. We have often urged

the government to continuously

amend details of the regulations to

improve the living standards of

pat ients.  In  1992,  the PMAA

suggests that the public should

cons ide r  t he  su f fe r i ng  f rom

pneumoconiosis as a k ind of

disability, so that we can provide

t h e m  w i t h  c o m p r e h e n s i v e

rehabilitation services. In 2003, the

HKWHC cooperated with the PMAA,

Haven of  Hope Hospi ta l  and

Ruttonjee Hospital in launching a

community based rehabilitation

programme that enhances the

rehabilitation support of patients

suffering from pneumoconiosis and

improve their quality of life by gaining

more knowledge in managing this

occupational disease and giving

t h e m  s u p p o r t  a s  f o r  s o c i a l

integration.

In 2009, the HKWHC held a

press conference as “Concern about

the Asbestos Problem on the Projects

in Renovating Old Building”, urging

the government to pay more attention

to occupational health problems

relating to asbestos of their subsidiary

scheme in renovating old building

and asking them to give specific

proposals for improvement. We also

repeatedly requested that the

g o v e r n m e n t  s h o u l d  d o  a

comprehens ive  assessments

regarding asbestos in old buildings,

and give subsidiary to owners so that

they can employ qualified asbestos

consultant and contractors to deal

with places with asbestos properly.

We also recommended that the

Labour  Depar tment  and  the

E n v i r o n m e n t a l  P r o t e c t i o n

Department cooperate in the work of

educating the public about asbestos.

Future Prospect
Stepping into the year of 2011,

the HKWHC will continue its work in

promot ing  the  prevent ion  o f

asbestos, hoping that the risk of being

infected with the occupational

diseases (such as pneumoconiosis)

can be reduced.
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