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Economic growth in Asia and the Pacific
is bringing an unwelcome growth in
respiratory diseases originating in the
workplace. This was the consensus among
specialists from across the region brought
together by the International Social
Security Association (ISSA) for a seminar
on an issue that should be of concern to
everyone in the world of work.

From 5 to 7 September 2006 in Shenzhen,
People's Republic of China, the ISSA
Technical Commission on Insurance against
Employment Accidents and Occupational
Diseases held a seminar, which was hosted
by the Ministry of Labour and Social
Security, on challenges of respiratory
diseases in Asia and the Pacific, with a
particular attention on asbestos-induced
respiratory diseases. It was the third of its

kind within a seminar cycle on challenges of
occupational diseases worldwide, launched
in Limassol, Cyprus, in November 2003.
Around 80 representatives of some 20
countries participated. The next seminar
will be held in March 2007 in Cameroon.

Worldwide challenge
Every year, hundreds of thousands of
people suffer from occupationally acquired
diseases. The growth in numbers is a
challenge for social security and accident
insurance schemes throughout the world.
As participants acknowledged, respiratory
diseases are among the most common
types of work-related illness. Dust, fumes,
smoke, gases, vapours and mists are
frequent causes. The most lethal of all,
however – and still shockingly prevalent – is
asbestos.
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At the opening ceremony, Vice-Minister of
Labour and Social Security Mr. Hu Xiaoyi
emphasized that China’s rapid economic
development has seen occupational hazards
multiply. Indeed, over 25 million workers are
exposed to dust, poisonous substances or
noise, to name but a few.The diseases pose a
severe threat to workers’ livelihoods and
ability to work; hence China’s aim to increase
coverage of workers. One major challenge is
migrant workers from the rural areas, who
are even more exposed to occupational
hazards and in most instances not properly
covered by social security, if at all. China’s
objective is to set up a new type of work
injury scheme that combines prevention,
compensation and rehabilitation in one.

As the seminar clearly showed, difficulties in
prevention, compensation or rehabilitation
of occupational diseases are common to
many countries in the Asian region, despite
the differences in their scheme coverage,
industrial and sectoral make-up and
institutional structures. Participants stressed
that owing to rapid economic growth,
working conditions have deteriorated. The
result: as well as work injuries, a rise in the
rate of diseases of 50% or more. Indeed,
occupational respiratory diseases (ORD)
are the main occupational diseases in a
number of Asian countries.

The importance of lists
One major problem in all countries is
maintaining and updating occupational
disease lists. In a number of Asian countries
the lists have not been updated for many
years.There was general agreement that this

is a crucial step to improve compensation.
On the other hand, occupational diseases are
often unrecognized and therefore not
diagnosed. The reasons for this are many.
But as the discussion highlighted, there must
be a standard and objective criterion for
diagnosis, otherwise the compensation
scheme can be misused, with negative effects
for both worker and nation.

Participants agreed that occupational
diseases, including respiratory diseases, are
preventable if adequate and timely
measures are put in place and joint efforts
are undertaken by the different players
involved. But reasons for poor reporting
and follow-up of occupational diseases
include weak enforcement in supervising
employers’ compliance in the regular
health check requirement for their
workers; and employers’ and workers’
insufficient awareness of the serious adverse
social consequences of occupational diseases.

A number of employers do not pay enough
attention to the provision of work safety
facilities and regular medical checks for their
workers, or adequately report occupational
diseases to the relevant authorities.

Raising awareness
Yet in China, Malaysia and Vietnam, for
example, there is growing awareness on
the part of government and the social
security organizations about the need to
tackle the challenges posed by this
resurgent phenomenon. Targeted pro-
grammes have been set up that include
extension of coverage of the working
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population, better implementation of rules
and regulations, updating the list of
occupational diseases, and improved training
for physicians to avoid underreporting.

With regard to asbestos, international
experts reiterated the scientific fact that
this substance is dangerous in all its forms.
The presentations showed that if no
measures are undertaken soon by those
countries which still produce and use
asbestos, the economic costs and human
suffering are expected to be enormous.This
was demonstrated by two European
experiences, those of Germany and
Switzerland, examined during the seminar.

Mr. Jean-Luc Marié, chair of the ISSA Special
Commission on Prevention, presented the
recently published booklet Asbestos:Towards
a worldwide ban, edited by the members of
the Commission. It covers medical and legal
aspects, questions on compensation, reha-
bilitation and prevention, and the removal of
asbestos as well as the substitution products
that exist.Available in six languages, it seeks
to draw attention to the potentially
devastating consequences of a policy based
on short-term economic self-interest and to
provide decision-makers with the facts, so
that they can take the decision to ban
asbestos as soon as possible.

Call for cooperation
At the conclusion of the seminar,Mr. Joachim
Breuer, chair of the Technical Commission,
and Mr.Chen Gang, vice-chair, launched a Call
for international cooperation in the containment
of occupational diseases. It calls upon
occupational safety and health institutions,

occupational accident insurance schemes,
and enterprises and stakeholders worldwide
to join the effort to make workplaces safer
and healthier by enabling and promoting
international cooperation projects.

Note to Editors

The International Social Security
Association (ISSA) is an international
organization which brings together
institutions and administrative bodies
dealing with one or more aspects of social
security in different countries of the world,
namely all forms of compulsory social
protection which, by virtue of legislation or
national practice, are an integral part of the
social security system of these countries.

As the independent voice of social security,
providing information, expert advice and
practical help, the ISSA enables members
and policymakers worldwide to tackle key
policy challenges and build and improve
social security systems.


