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The International Traffic of Asbestos 

R. Scott Frey 

 

Introduction 

Peripheral countries are dependent on the core countries for capital, technology, 

and expertise (see, for example, Chase-Dunn 1989; Wallerstein 1979). Such 

dependent relations reduce the choices available to peripheral countries and place 

them in weak bargaining positions with the core countries. Many core countries take 

advantage of this situation by exporting to the periphery hazardous production 

processes, products, and wastes that are banned or heavily regulated, obsolete, or of 

declining market value in the core (Frey 1995, 1997, 1998, 2003). Since few 

peripheral countries have the ability to assess and manage the risks of hazardous 

exports, the export practices of the core countries contribute to the health, safety, and 

environmental risks of the periphery (Frey 2003). 

I examine here one core-based hazardous export, asbestos, and the role played by 

Canada in the export of asbestos to the periphery. This particular form of 

core-periphery reproduction is approached in several steps: first, the nature of 

asbestos production and trade is examined. Next, the political-economic forces 

driving the transfer of Canadian asbestos to the periphery are outlined. I then consider 

the extent to which this transfer contributes to health and safety risks in the periphery, 

and conclude with a brief discussion of what might be done to curb the problem. 

The nature of asbestos production and trade 

Asbestos is a commercial term for several fire-proof mineral fibers. It has several 

distinguishing properties that have fostered widespread use: incombustibility, high 

tensile strength, good thermal insulation, good acoustic performance, resistance to 

solvents and most chemicals, and good reinforcement when mixed with cement 

(Alleman and Mossman 1997; Virta 2003). It is used in brake linings and pads, 

cement products (pipes and building materials), building insulation and coating 

materials, and various textile products. Asbestos has also been used in a host of other 
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products, including fiber gloves and electrical appliances such as irons, toasters, 

hairdryers, and washing machines. 

Russia and Canada are the largest producers and exporters of asbestos, and 

Brazil, China, Karakhstan, and Zimbabwe are the next largest producers (Virta 2003). 

Asbestos production and consumption have declined in the core countries since the 

1970s, but production has increased in such nontraditional producer countries as 

Brazil, China, and Russia. The decline in core production and consumption is linked 

to the controversy surrounding the adverse health consequences associated with 

exposure to asbestos dust. During this period, the overall peripheral production and 

consumption increased. 

Canada is the second largest producer and exporter of asbestos (Virta 2003). 

Around 80 percent of the asbestos produced in Canada is mined in Quebec. Most of 

this is mined by La Societé Nationale de l'Aminante (SNA), which was established by 

the provisional government in 1978. The remainder of Canada's asbestos is mined in 

British Colombia and Newfoundland (Huncharek 1993). 

Canada's asbestos exports to the core countries declined by 50 percent in the 

1980s, while its exports to the peripheral countries grew substantially during the same 

period. For instance, during the 1980s, asbestos exports to Algeria increased by 1,000 

percent, and exports grew by more than 300 percent to South Korea, Sri Lanka, and 

Taiwan. Asia has become the most significant market for Canadian asbestos, 

accounting for 60 percent of all exports. However, between 1985 and 2000, Canada's 

total exports dropped by roughly 50 percent. Canada has experienced a decline 

because exports to core countries fell faster than exports to the periphery (see, for 

example, Huncharek 1993 and Virta 2003). 

The political economy of Canadian asbestos exports 

Several political and economic forces characterizing relations within and 

between core and peripheral countries have contributed to the growth of asbestos 

exports to the periphery. 

Problems in the core 

Asbestos use in the core grew dramatically after World War II, but it has declined 
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substantially since the early 1970s (Alleman and Mossman 1997; Virta 2003). This 

decline is attributed to increased core regulation of asbestos mining, workplace 

exposure, air pollution associated with industrial manufacturing, the marketing of 

products containing asbestos, maintenance and removal of asbestos from buildings, 

and waste disposal. Increased regulation has reduced demand for asbestos in the core 

and, in turn, reduced revenues for major producers like Canada (Huncharek 1993; 

Virta 2003). 

Since the Canadian and Quebec governments have a financial stake in continued 

asbestos mining and production, as do asbestos workers and the asbestos industry, 

efforts have been undertaken to revitalize the market. The state and the asbestos 

industry have spent millions of dollars in the marketing and promotion of asbestos in 

the peripheral countries. The benefits of asbestos have been emphasized and its risks 

suppressed. There are numerous accounts of asbestos shipped without warning labels 

and of efforts to pressure peripheral countries against regulating asbestos. Canadian 

asbestos interests have engaged in a host of other unscrupulous activities, ranging 

from the shipment of large quantities of asbestos free of charge to the sponsorship of 

trade fairs under the guise of international scientific conferences. These activities have 

been tolerated because there are few restrictions on the activities of international 

capital in the periphery (Hunharek 1993; Kazan-Allen 2004). 

Problems in the periphery 

Confronted with poverty and the resulting political pressure, debt, low 

commodity prices, and a world system that does not allow them full participation in 

economic production and exchange (Chase-Dunn 1989), many peripheral countries 

have chosen the path of rapid industrialization. As a result, they are willing to take 

anything offered to them (hazardous products and production processes such as the 

milling and use of asbestos in textiles, cement products, and related products) that 

may advance their economic and developmental interests. Canadian exporters have 

found a ready market in the periphery for their asbestos, because many peripheral 

countries need cheap and durable building materials and pipes for transport of sewage 

and water. In turn, economic incentives provided by Canadian asbestos interests (in 
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the form of bribes and kickbacks to state authorities) encourage peripheral state 

support of asbestos imports. These interrelated forces represent strong incentives for 

many peripheral countries to import and use Canadian asbestos (e.g., Huncharek 

1993; Jeyaratnam 1994; Kazan-Allen 2004). 

Role of international banking and developmental organization interests 

Many international banking and developmental organizations have acted as an 

asbestos support group as peripheral countries have attempted to industrialize their 

economies and deal with public health problems centering around water quality and 

sewage control. Lending policies of the World Bank, the International Monetary 

Fund, the Inter-American Development Bank, and other regional development banks 

have promoted asbestos use by providing loans for the construction of textile plants 

using asbestos and asbestos cement plants, as well as construction projects using 

asbestos building materials. Various United Nations organizations have provided 

technical information and assistance in the use of asbestos building materials in water 

and sewage projects. 

Risks, vulnerabilities, and a cost-benefit assessment 

Human health risks 

Exposure to asbestos in the workplace, in the ambient environment, and via 

consumer products is a problem for many peripheral countries (Joshi and Gupta 

2004). Results of a study of occupational and environmental health specialists from 

thirteen countries (Botswana, China, Egypt, Honduras, India, Indonesia, Peru, 

Taiwan, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Thailand, Turkey, and Venezuela) indicate that 

asbestos exposure comes primarily through contact with asbestos-cement building 

materials and piping (Levy and Seplow 1992:169-171). Manufacture of these 

products and their modification during and after application cause exposure to 

asbestos dust. 

    Exposure to asbestos dust is a major health risk (LaDou 2004; Rom 1998; 

Tossavainen 2004). It is linked to several adverse health consequences, including lung 

and gastrointestinal cancer; asbestosis (a condition in which scar tissue builds up in 

the lungs and interferes with breathing); and mesothelioma (cancer of the lining of the 
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chest or stomach). The incidence and prevalence of these health conditions in the 

periphery are high and appear to be increasing (Rom 1998). 

Reliable data on the actual rate of asbestos-based disease incidence and 

prevalence in the periphery do not exist. But several studies from countries such as 

Brazil, China, Mexico, India, South Africa, and Thailand indicate that the problem is 

serious. Standardized mortality ratios for asbestosis and mesothelioma among workers 

and others exposed to asbestos dust in these countries are reported to be significantly 

elevated (Aguilar-Madrid 2003; Boffetta et al. 1994; Levy and Seplow 1992; Matos 

and Boffetta 1994). 

Vulnerabilities 

Many peripheral countries are especially vulnerable to the health risks of 

asbestos because of inadequate health and safety regulations and limited public 

awareness of health risks. The health risks of those exposed to asbestos dust are 

increased because of a high prevalence of tuberculosis and related health conditions 

among the populations of many peripheral countries. Absence of strong labor unions 

is also a problem. And a large proportion of the workforce consists of highly 

vulnerable groups such as children and women of childbearing age (Joshi and Gupta 

2004). 

Assessing costs and benefits 

Do the benefits of asbestos exports to the periphery outweigh the costs? This is a 

vexing question because it is difficult to identify, quantify, and evaluate the costs and 

benefits of asbestos and other such hazards (Ackerman and Heinzerling 2004; Sagoff 

1988). In the short turn, core exporters of asbestos such as Canada benefit 

economically, whereas the periphery importers benefit from cheap and durable 

building materials and piping for clean water and sewage control. But the long-term 

health costs (which cannot be adequately estimated) for the periphery overshadow the 

short-term benefits. There are also important distributional considerations that such 

assessments do not consider. . Most benefits go to core exporters like Canada, 

whereas the importing countries bear most of the costs. Costs in the importing 

countries are also distributed in an unequal fashion, for some groups are able to 
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capture the benefits and other groups (especially those marginalized by class, race, 

and gender) bear most of the costs (Aguilar-Madrid et al. 2003). 

What is to be done? 

Various actions have been proposed to deal with the asbestos problem in the 

periphery, ranging from restrictions on the use of asbestos to a total ban on the use of 

asbestos (LaDou 2004; Kazan-Allen 2004). Consider, for instance, the following 

selected recommendations regarding workplace asbestos control by the International 

Labor Organization (ILO) (Levy and Seplow 1992:171–73): 

• National asbestos regulations should be established and strictly enforced. 

• Asbestos producers and suppliers should label containers and all products 

that contain asbestos in a way that communicates the risks effectively to workers and 

users. 

• Workers should be required to follow health and safety practices to reduce 

the risks of exposure to asbestos. Workers and employers should cooperate in the 

formulation and application of health-and-safety measures. 

• Workers exposed to asbestos dust should be given free medical examinations. 

They should be informed of the examination results and advised about their health 

situation. 

• National governments should promote the dissemination of information 

about health risks of asbestos and appropriate methods of prevention and control. 

Implementing such recommendations would help reduce the human health risks 

associated with the international asbestos trade. It is unlikely, however, that these 

recommendations (and those that might have a more dramatic effect on reducing 

health risks such as a ban on asbestos use) will be enacted in the near future, because 

powerful political and economic interests profit from the structure of the current 

asbestos trade. As long as these interests (embedded in an international stratification 

system based on the unequal exchange of value) remain intact, the human costs of the 

asbestos trade will persist. 
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