CASE 5TUDY

MOBILIZATION OF JAPANESE

ASBESTOS VICTIMS

Since her husband died of nsbes-
tos-related fung cancer (2001), Mrs.
Kazuko Furukawa has become known
throughout Japan for her treless
cmpaigning on behalf of ashestos
victims, She now knows what she did
not know when doctore first informed
the couple of Yukio Furukawa's
dingnosis, AL that time, neither one of
them hod heard of asbestos or knew
of the link between asbestos and
cancer. Ms. Furukawa says:

“My life has completely
changed since my husband
died. [ spend much of my
time traveling throughout
Japan to assist other ashestos
viclims, My husband wos ex-
pused to asbestos ol the pow-
er Station where he worked
az a welder... Since he died,

1 have been fighting aguinst
usbestos. At the beginning of
tmy strugele against ashestos
I was lonely. | started to
apply for Workers Accident
Compensation Insurance
[WACI) bt it took a long

time to get the application
approved, | faced vanous dif
ficulties. While | was applying
for WACI, [ cume to realize
that he had been working in
such dangerous and terrible
surroundings. They didnl
receive safety instructions ot
the workplace and moreover
they were not provided with
ventilation systems and per-
sonal protective gear.”

Working with others whose lives

had been affected by asbestos, Ms.
Furukawa was a founding member
of the Japan Associntion of Mesothe-
linma and Asbestos-Related Diseases
Victims (the Association), an um-
brella group which ensures that local
victime' groups and campaigning
NGO=2 have a national presence in
the usbestos debate. The Association
was founded on February 7, 2004 to
spread owareness of ashestos-related
disenses and provide a forum for
infarmation exchange amongst the
injured and their family members to
combat the depression, loncliness
and izolation sn asbestos diagnosis
brings.

The experience of the Assoclation's
members differs widely; some are
ill for years with varving levels of
dizsohility and athers die within sl

months of diagnosis. Medical treat
ment includes: operations, chemo-
therapy, drugs, the use of folk rem-
edies and palliative care. The average
ape of victims 12 getting younger with
some in their 308 and 40s; although
maost ashestos exposure is ocoru-
pational, there are many cases of
non-occupational and environmental

EXpOsLre.

The cazes which follow illustrute the
personnl azbestos tragedics which
are all too common in Japan. Just
before his death in September 2004,
65 year old Tokuo Kate wrote:

“Tio years have passed since |
started sulfering from malignant
plevursl mesothelioma. As the disease
progressedd | grew distressed in many
ways, At first | was confused, later
my mind felt blank when my doctor
informed me that there wus no treat-
ment. | had many sleepless nights.

It wris just like being kicked when [
was already down

Around 40 years ago | worked as
o welder at a boiler manufacturing
company. The reason for my ilinees

was asbestos exposure [n those days.

I contracted this disease through no
fmult of my own. | feel very somry that
| have to die of this with no cure in
sight. Before | was diagnosed, | had
no infarmation about mesothelioma.
One day [ learned about the exint-
ence of un ‘ssbestos hot-line” while
witching TV, | called in and learned
it was possible to apply for work
ers’ compensition, A hall year later,
thanks to the belp of the hotline
workers, | gualified for the workers”
compensation. The notification letter
was quite simple but it gave me a
great sense of relief,

Until then | was given anticancer
drugs and visited hospital repeat-
edly. [ really feel in my body that my
condition I8 genting worse day by
day and would like to take cffective
medicine az soon as possible, This
is‘a natural desire, as e patient. In
the past, we didn't know about the
dangers of asbestos and inhaled it
But, now we know that asbestos is
a carcinogen. No mare victims like
myeelf, This & another one of my
wishes."

Fumitoshi Saito, Rapperteur of the
Association, worked as an electri-
cian on houses, shops and factories

fram the 1970s; he used several
types of ashestos boards and was
nelther warned about the hazards
nor given protective equipment. Mr.
Saito [69) wos diagnosed with hung
cancer in 1998 and had an opera-
tion o remove part of his rght lung;
nsbestos fibers were found in the
removed section, Currently, he has
& cough, experiences difficulty in
breathing and pain around the scar
when the temperature or humidity
change. After a home-interview in
2002 by a doctor and nurse, he be-
came aware for the first time that his
condition might be due to asbestos
exposure. With help from the Tokyo
Ocoupational Safety and Health
Center he succesded in obtaining
workers’ compensation. Mr. Saito is
proud that the Association is creat
ing opporiunities for victims and
their families to share their problems
ond concerns. *1 was ignorant about
asbestas,” he says "and now | try to
inform asbestos victims all over the
nation about asbestos, particularly
about diagnosis, treatment, care for
families and compensation.”

The asbestos death of her husband
on March 26, 1998, shattered o
lifetimme of dreams ond hopes for his
widow Mrs, Kaeko Omaori. Working
in power stations belonging to Tokyo
Electric Company for eighteen years
brought Kunio Omaori into contact
with a range of nsbestos maten-

ils. The original disgnosis made of
his condition was lung cancer; this
wos, Mrs, Omari said, bad enmagh
bt a second opinion was even
waorke: malignant mesothelioma. The
company which originally denfed Mrs
Omon's application for compensation
finally relented wfter the involvement
of the Tokyo Oceupational Safety
and Health Center. Mrs, Omori finds
it hard to accept that the company
never spologeed for exposing Mr,
Omori to the ashestos which killed
him. She sald:

“My husband and | had planned to
travel around Japan after his retire-
mientt but our dream failed to come
true. | don’t think my husband died
He was killed by the company and
the Government.”

When the family of Mr. Saito realiz
that he would never recover fraom
the illness which had hospitalized
him, they brought him home. As hi
condition worsened, more painkill-



ere were needed to bring the pain
under contral. When the pain finally
subsided, Ms. Saito and her sister
asked their parents to tell them how
they first met: "Which places did you
g0 to on dutes? How did you fee] when
we wiere born™ Ms. Saito asked.

*My father smiled happily when my
slster thanked him for bringing us
inta this world. We had a blissful
time remembering our happy life in
the past.”

“We will never accept the use of
asbestos stole my father from us,
and we will continue our activities
0 that there are no more asbestos
victims like my father. My futher
and my family's struggle Tor & better
society have just started.”

Rinzo Une, Secretary of the Associa-
tion worked for 37 years building
ships in the town of Yokosuka, 50
kilometers south of Tokyo. Through-
out much of this time, he was re-
quired 1o remove asbestos by hand;
magks were not provided until 1978.
He has been involved in activities to
ralze awareness of pneumoconiosis
for twenty vears and was a found-
ing member of the new Jupanese
ashestos victims® association, Fifteen
years ago, he was dingnosed with
pneumoconingis; he described the
effects it his on his life a8 follows:;

*I usually hove 4 coughing fits

every night. Since my coughs ane
very close together, [ can't ingest
any medicines. My wife ribs my
back and sometimes asks me if we
should call an ambulance but [ am
not abie to reply during a fit. During
my twa-hour fit, she just watches
me and | feel more dead than alive,
Actually, it 15 not only pain but the
struggle of my fumily. When | have
o light fit while riding on o troin, my
neighbors sometimes chunge their
seaty, This meles me feel very lonely,”

Mr. Una deplores the passivity of the
Japanese Government: “My friends
are dying one after the other from
mesothelioma and lung cancer. And
I cannnt forget for an instant that

1 alsn carry a time bomb of ashestas
in my lungs.”

Ms. Kazumi Yoshizaki agrees that
the Assaciation has a vital role to
play in raising asbheatos awarensss
in Japan; her father, who died from
mesathelioma, had worked at the

Nichias Corporation factary in Oji,
Japan. Since 1896, this company
had been a respected manufacturer
of thermal insulation materials in
Japan. Unfortunarely, their products
used asbestos and many former em
ployees, like Tadashi Yoshizakd, hove
peiel the price for the company's
negligent use of such g dungerous
substance, Spealang in Julv 2006,
Ms. Yoshizaki told delegates ol an
asbestos conference that she loved
her father and hated asbestos and
pledged that the Yoshizaki family
would continue to campaign for a
global asbestos ban and justice for
all asbestos victims.

Nowadays there are 10 branches of
the Association throughout Japan
with nearly 400 members, Associa-
tion representatives assist victims
and their inmilies by providing:

# i free telephone consultation
senvice;

+ pssistance for patients in bring-
Ing compensation clums for oc-
cupationil und non-occupation
asbestos exposure;

#* opportunities for victims, family
members and bereaved relatives
to get together to offer mutual
suppart and ndvice;

* coordination of a national lobby for
|egisiation to improve the plight of
victime and their families.

The Association holds social events

such as plenics during the Cherry
Blossom festival so thar people
marginalized by {llness can be
resocialized. In November 2004, the
Azzociation played a pivotal role in
the prganization of the Global Asbes
los Congress (GAC 2004), which
provided a wonderful opportunity for
Japancse people to have face-to-face
meetings with overseas experts,
victims' representatives, victims and
bereaved family members. Since
then, the Association has sponsaored
a petition for the provision of basic
rights for asbestos victims and for
the creation of an ashestos-free
society which attracted massive
support. To druw attention to this
document, the Association held
meetings and o rally in Tokyo,

Turning adversity to advocacy, the
members of the Japan Assoctation
of Megathelioma and Azbestog-
Related Discases Victims have put
their painful experiences to use by
helping others whose lives are being
destrayed by asbestos. They are
there 1o listen 1o the fears, share the
gadness and help ease the loneliness
and isalation which follow in the
wike of asbestos-related diseases.
And, only o short tme after the first
internutionl conference of asbestos
victims took place in Asio, they have
forced the Government to embark on
the long process of tackling Japan's
ill-ndvised use of asbestos,




