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REPORT ON THE OPINION THAT THE PERUVIAN MEDICAL COLLEGE GIVES REGARDING ASBESTOS USE BY THE PERUVIAN INDUSTRY.
BACKGROUND:
The intervention of the Medical College in Peru began when through its official gazette MEDICAL WORLD (MUNDO MEDICO) year 2, No. 8 Page 8 of the month of December 2005, an article was published under the title “Mineral causes cancer. Asbestos should be withdrawn from the market” based on the report No. 115-2005-DESO/DIGESA, Ministry of Health.

This publication is the reason why Luis Gamarra Otero sent a letter dated January 2nd, 2006 to the National Dean refuting the negative aspects published regarding asbestos.

On January 20th, 2006 the Dean sent to the Public Health Committee the letter No. 040/D.2006 asking for their opinion and information. This document was transferred to the Occupational Health Commission for the same reason.

PROBLEM.

Determine if the manufacture and use of products with asbestos causes pulmonary illnesses named “asbestosis” and/or a type of cancer called “mesothelioma” among workers and the general population.

OBJECTIVES OF THE OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH COMMISSION.

1. Before giving an opinion it is required to have a broad and consistent knowledge on what it is asbestos, its relation to health and industrial use, cost/benefit in relation with its use and the possibility of substitution.
2. It is required to analyze legislative Peruvian projects for its regulation or banning its importation and use.

3. Analyze legislative Peruvian projects regulating or banning its importation and use.

4. Obtain related information with recent medical studies.
5. Give opinions and recommendations.

1.1 Indistinctly asbestos or amianthus have been linked since long time ago as a group of minerals which nature presents as crystals that have adopted the fiber form. These are very abundant in the whole world and in Peru there are deposits located in Dos de Mayo, Huanacaca and Cerro Panao in Huanuco. 
Its main characteristic has to do with being stable and resist well without decomposing itself when higher temperatures up to 1000 Celsius degree occur. Chrysotile has its fibers in helicoidally form, which facilitates the threading and posterior weaving.
To denominate all mineral fibers as Asbestos has given place to the worst mistake of the concept. Generally, all are silicates and they can be Magnesium or Chrysotile, or others have Iron and Sodium or Crocidolite, another compound that contains Iron Magnesium or Amosite, etc…

When there are different compositions its behavior in the intimacy of the human organism is not the same.
1.2 Peru imports the totality of this mineral and the world today only produces and commercializes the type called Chrysotile which is mainly used as a resistant element  to heat which is originated by the friction in pads and  brake linings of different types, as well as in   gaskets, clutches, etc…

1.3 The use of Chrysotile in Peru which deals with clutch pads and brake linings cannot be substituted due to its great efficiency to friction and heat; specially because our roads fluctuate up and down,  in heights of thousands of meters in very short distances which requires the very frequent use of brakes with the obvious heat excess that is generated in the brake linings and should dissipate difficultly in the drum brakes.
1.4 The present medical studies show that Chrysotile is biodegradable in a few days period and does not produce an inflammatory process in the organic tissues. Therefore, there is no health cost damage and on the other hand, one obtains the benefit of using a good and safe antifriction material which is heat resistant.
1.5 To ban Chrysotile use in Peru would destroy important labor centers and lead to unemployment of hundreds of workers.

1.6 It has not been demonstrated that there are products which can substitute with equal efficiency and those that are mentioned are without a doubt risky.
2.1 There are numerous projects which pretend to ban or in the better scenario, regulate the use of this mineral fiber: during the year 2003 the Law Project No. 3783/2002-CR; the agreement of the Ecology and Ambient Commission No. 080-2003-2004/CONSEJO-CR; and No. 8147/2003- CR ; the No. 10161/2003-CR,and No. 10661/2003-CR. INDECOPI by letter  No. 613-2002-PRE-INDECOPI,CONAM  in its letter No. 2954-2002CONAM-SE,The National Society of Industries by their document 576-02 have the same opinion.

2.2 In the antepenultimate paragraph of the mentioned article published in the Medical World refers to the Project of Supreme Decree (Proyecto de Decreto Supremo) “ Asbestos Ban in all its varieties and…”
(Report No. 115-2005-DESO/DIGESA) and in its last paragraph advises to give suggestions in this respect; with which the Occupational Health Commission CMP complies.
2.3 All these legal projects, in depth refer to its use with health and lack objectivity, since they assume as certain the following sophisms which state that:
“All mineral fibers or asbestos are equally harmful to health even in minimal quantities”.

“All those who are exposed will die of cancer”.

This, of course, is not true.

2.4 None of these statements plan the use of other substitute material to Chrysotile with the same efficiency and harmlessness to health.
Our country has enough laws, supreme decrees, and other legal regulations, that in the majority of cases are totally inactive and there are no entities that adequately watch its’ compliance.
With respect to Chrysotile use there are two enterprises that manufacture it in Peru it and naturally a ban would destroy them. Instead a national regulation is needed to protect the health of its workers and the population. The Occupational Health Commission suggests that the enterprises that use it adopt an auto regulatory policy complying with a “Responsible Use Agreement of Chrysotile” through which its workers would participate together with the respective authorities; this would avoid useless decrees that have no scientific foundation.

There are so many institutions that without knowledge have given their opinion on this matter and have not analyzed or understood it. In the end this is a theme that has to do with an industrial material that related to health and therefore, the only national entity that has the right to officially  pronounce itself through its’ law No. 15173, is the Peruvian Medical College. This is a case that deals with a subject related to public health and any other entities’ opinion (that does so) is out the law.

3.1 Once obtained the commission to research and give a specialized opinion, the Occupational Health Commission, mainly dedicated itself to search for information on the use of mineral fibers regarding health.

3.2 The National Libraries of DIGESA, of OIT and OPS have limited information and are not up to date on medical aspects.
3.3 Direct international information was searched and found abundantly through the Chrysotile Institute in Montreal, Canada and finally during the month of May and invitation was made  to the Medical College for one member to  attend the annual Convention of the Occupational Health Commission.
3.4 The theme of the event was: CHRYSOTILE AT A CRUCIAL MOMENT. RESULTS AND SCIENTIFIC PERSPECTIVES. The annals of the subjects presented are contained in two books which are available to the Public Health Committee of the Medical College and the scientific community.
3.5 From the point of view of health, we arrive to the conclusion that Chrysotile has a “biopersistance” in the human body of very few days, not producing an inflammatory effect on tissues and therefore not being a harmful fiber to the  health of workers and much less, to persons that use Chrysotile products.

3.6 The Occupational Health Commission recommends:

That exposed workers to Chrysotile have periodical medical occupational exams including a lung X Rays and respiratory function tests. The results should be given to the examined persons and also remain at the disposition of the competent authorities for their control.
3.7 Workers that have previously labored with these mineral fibers should also have similar medical control.

SUMMARY

4.1The first opinion of the Occupational Health Commission relating to mineral fibers is as follows:

All fibres should be clearly and correctly denominated so as to be well differentiated

The generic term of Asbestos or Amianthus needs to be eliminated in every reference because it is not specific and it creates confusion.
The correct denominations should be used to differentiate the different mineral fibers such are the Serpentine and Amphiboles according to its physical- chemical composition.

The only mineral fiber that is used and should be used in Peru is the serpentine CHRYSOTILE or Magnesium Silicate.

4.2 The second opinion of the Occupational Health Commission is: The medical world information existing has not been properly disclosed so as to show its innocuousness.

This deficiency of up to date medical knowledge is international but even more, national. The institutions that give their opinion supporting the legislation to ban do not mention clearly the concepts relating to the difference that exists among mineral fibers, and also do not relate to medical studies which are now known which inform that Chrysotile has a short biopersistence in the human body therefore not causing inflammatory process much less cellular carcinogenic metaplasia.

In Peru there are not enough medical studies which support their own point of view and we should begin to have them.

4.3The third opinion has to do with the fact that there is no need to regulate through a national legal mechanism. With respect to Chrysotile use it is a fact that it is not pathogenic; instead, companies that import, manufacture or sell products using Chrysotile should regulate themselves through a “Responsible Chrysotile Use Agreement”.

4.4The fourth opinion refers to the need of periodically making medical occupational exams which are specialized for workers that manufacture or manipulate directly products that contain Chrysotile, including workers that have done this type of work before.

CONCLUSION

Since Chrysotile is a mineral fiber containing magnesium silicate of quick metabolism, degradation and elimination by the human organism therefore not causing inflammatory process much less cellular metaplasic, the manufacture and use of industrial use of products which contain CHRYSOTILE is not harmful to health.

Lima, September 2006

Dr. Humberto Ghersi     Dr. Aquiles Omura        Dr. Jaime Davila  
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