Monthly Ruwanda vese sas e o 8
Reported by Toshikazu MITO @Rmands’ |

E-mail: mitotoshi@gmail.com

<Eradication of asbestos from Rwanda>

Background

Asbestos is a naturally available mineral whose fibers have thinness of about 1/5000 of human hairs. Due to its high
performance on durability, fire-resistance, electrical isolation, etc., it was once used for many purposes such as brake
pads, dielectrics and construction materials.

In spite of its high performance, it has become clear now that inhaling asbestos dust might cause sever lung cancer or
other lung-related diseases. For example, the Province of Quebec in Canada has a similar population as Rwanda, and
is spending more than 100 million Canadian dollars (about 101 million USD) every year for health costs relating to
asbestos diseases.

In Rwanda, asbestos cement (fibrocement), construction material that contains asbestos, is mainly used as a roof
material of old buildings such as hospitals, schools, churches, and government buildings. Due to rapid economic
development, many of such buildings are to be replaced to modernized buildings. It is currently estimated that there
are about 1 million square meters of asbestos roofs in Rwanda.

My involvement with asbestos eradication

Originally, I even did not know that there is asbestos in Rwanda. But the Government of Rwanda (GoR) raised the
health risk concern in 2009 and started the discussion. Then, at the end of 2009, the honorable minister in charge
announced that Rwanda will eradicate whole asbestos in the country within six months.

I first learned this news when I saw dumped asbestos materials at Nyanza landfill in Kigali. Asbestos causes diseases
by inhaling its dust, and the fibers are so thin that normal masks or other ordinary protection gears are not sufficient
to avoid the dust aspiration. Hence, rushing the eradication without proper protection is actually much more
dangerous than leaving asbestos cement roofs of good condition as they are.

Also, when I was working at the Cabinet Secretariat in Japan, I was coordinating to receive petitions by asbestos
disease victims. Even in developed countries, there is no effective treatment for asbestos diseases, and prevention is
the only way to avoid such severe and painful diseases. I saw many patients with a lot of suffering in Japan. This
should not be repeated in Rwanda.

Further, if inappropriate eradication is conducted, many removed roofs would come to Nyanza, where I am working,.
This could be my personal health risk as well.

Therefore, I prepared a recommendation memo at the end of 2009 about what should be done properly and
submitted it to the honorable minister in charge.

Achievements so far

Luckily, the minister appreciated my proposal, and I could join a team to set up a proper national action plan for
asbestos eradication together with a consulting firm in Canada. It was a long and difficult process, but the plan was
officially approved at a meeting chaired by the right honorable Prime Minister in April this year. The Canadian firm
collected basic inventory data and played a role of technical backstop. But as for framework setting of the action plan,
most parts were proposed by me and accepted.

The firm is now back to Canada, but I am still supporting implementation of the action plan led by GoR. I even
show up in a video to explain asbestos risks to all Rwandans, which was broadcasted many times in the national T'V.

Challenges

Uniqueness of this action plan is that there is no donor support at present and all actions are planned to be taken by
non-donor funds. But proper asbestos eradication is very costly. The plan is aiming to minimize health risks at a
realistic and feasible cost. As the total funds are not yet secured, continuous efforts are needed.

So far, I am supporting this mission as a pure volunteer. But the Rwanda Housing Authority, which is in charge, is
trying to find a way to recruit me as a technical expert and make me possible to work in a sustainable manner. The
process might take time, but this is very helpful for my survival in Rwanda.

It is my great honor if my involvement could prevent Rwandans from breeding avoidable asbestos diseases.
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Approved national
action plan
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Asbestos cement roof in Rwanda
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