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Local activities of
Japanese OSHC’s

by Kawamoio Hiroyuki
Kanagawa OSHC

The Kanagawa Occupational
Safety and Health Center (KOSHC)
is a non governmental organiza-
Hon, based in Kanagawa Prefecture
{adjourning the Tokyo metropolis),
which addresses workers” health
problems and has close relations
with local labor unions, medical fa-
cilities, lawyers and victims. In the
early 1970s local workers induding
petroleumn workers suffering from
lead poisoning, shipyard workers
facing increasingly serious injuries
in their workplaces, and dock
workers engaged in heavy labor,
began a series of campaigns to en-
sure their right to work safely.
They were aided by labor problem-
conscious experts in health care and
law, These joint activities led to an
awareness of the need for an orga-
nization to coordinate workers lack-
ing sufficient knowledge about
medical and legal matters, and pro-
fessionals who had no adequate in-
sight into actual labor situations. It
was in such a context that-the
KOSHC was founded.

Supporting the victims

The official industrial injuries
compensation schetne provides vic-
tims with free medical care and
compensation for lost wages up to a
certain level. In addition the Labor
Standards Law prohibits the
dismissal of victims who are
undergoing medical treatment, or
are receiving compensation.
However, these inherent rights of
workers—prescribed by law—are
not always protected in practice
because of a lack of insight on the
part of medical doctors into the

labor-relatedness of the illnesses,
and overt or covert harassment by
employers, Even the karoshi
vicims—publicized worldwide as a
symbol of the severe overwork
inflicted on Japanese workers—are
rarely certified as eligible for
compensation, There were only 76
certified victims in fiscal 1995.

The KOSHC has been support-
ing prneumoceniosis victims, people
with asbestos-related lung cancers,
people injured by repeated strain-
ing, subcontracting workers pol-
luted by radiation in nuclear power
Plants, injured foreign workers and
female workers. To secure compen-
sation for these victims—most of
whom are unorganized—we urge
local Labor Standards Offices (LSOs)
to make fair and full investigations,
and urge employers to help victims
refurn to work, or pay for extra
compensation. We also devote our
energy to areas like education and
consciousness-raising campaigns.

Pneumoconiosis Campaign
Recently we have been tackling
the problem of active and retired
shipyard workers who have as-
bestosis or asbestos-related lung
cancer from many years of han-
dling ashestos insulation. We -ad-
vertised our pneumoconiosis cam-
paign on a half page of a local
newspaper. More than 100 inquiries
from palential victims were re-
ceived. This campaign revealed
that a lot of victims with this com-
mon occupational disease have
been left without even the minimal
officially prescribed compensation.

Support for foreign workers
Our activities are supported by
medical facilities run by workers
cooperatives. Minatomachi Medical
Center, one of these facilities, set up
a covoperative scheme for medical

fee reimbursement for foreign
workers in 1990, This project is
aimed at supporting forelgn
workers who are refused admission
to public medical insurance
schemes, under the pretext of
irregular residence status. I¥'s
existence questions those Japanese
medical institutions which exclude
foreign citizens from medical care.

Information on the KOSHC

We have four permanent staff
and a membership of 600. We issue
a monthly newsletter in Japanese
with a circulation of about 1000.

If you find our activities
interesting and wish to learn more,
please contact us through the
JOSHRC, ocur umbrella
organization. We promise to
respond promptly to your request.

Our address is: )

505, 20-9 Toyooka~cho, Tsurumi-
ku, Yokohama, Kanagawa 230

Tel +81-45-573-4289

Fax +81-45-575-1948

(Fax is better since all the staff
cannot speak English very well)

The long struggie of a
coal miner

A report on a collective
check-up of retired miners

by Iida Kalsuyasu
Tokyo Bastern OSHC

Pneumoconiosis in ceal miners is
one of the oldest and most serious
occupational diseases in Japan, The
vicims of this disease, however,
tend to be neglected or marginal-
ized despite the fact that the disease
is easily diagnosed and victims
eligible for compensation.

Let me introduce a retired coal
miner who struggled for his former

ety —1EH1997%E 1088 51




SRERE

R

R R TR R

A A R R R R

N~

coworkers suffering from this incur-
able disease.

Abe Ieji worked at Johban coal
field, located between Ibaragi and
Fukushima Prefectures for 27 years.
In 1972 when the energy revolution
forced all the Johban coal mines to
close, he went to Tokyo as a sea-
sonal worker in tunnel construciton.
Around that time he had shortness
of breath, lingering phlegm and a
cough. Tn 1980 he happened to visit
a small hospital where Dr.Hirano,
organizing director of the Tokyo
Tobu (Eastern) Occupational Safety
and Health Center (TTOSHC), was
working. Dr. Hirano diagnosed
him to be suffering from pneumo-
coniosis, and explained to him
about its relation to his job history.
This was the first ime that he got
an insight into his suffering. He
also knew his former coworkers
were suffering from the same
symptoms without receiving ade-
quale medical care. Encouraged by
his encounter with Dr, Hirano, Abe
went back to his home town and
urged them to visit Dr. Hirano and
receive a regular medical check-up.
Initially about 10 people began to
visit Dr. Hirano. Abe continued
tenactously fo encourage the former
coal miners around the abandoned
coal field to undergo a medical ex-
amination.

In December 1985, the TTOSHC,
and a group of lawyers filing legal
suits for pnenmoconiosis sufferers,
set up a committee to carry out
pneumoconiosis tests on former
Johban coal miners in order to fur-
ther their efforts at relieving the
victimized miners. This project re-
vealed that all of 55 participants
had pneumoconiosis, and the com-
mittee helped them apply for
classification and compensation.

This screening project has been
conducted annually since then. Up
to this 1,000 workers have partici-
pated, with 250 of them officially
certified to be suffering from work-
related pneumoceniosis.

In addition, Abe devoted him-
self to forming a permanent organi-
zaton to help the victims assist each
other and claim their rights. His or-
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ganization evolved to form the
Johban Coal field Kita-Ibaragi
branch of the Nationwide Alliance
of Pneumoconiosis Victims.

Abe died in February 1992, but
his work on behalf of these victims
of the Japanese coal industry is con-
tinued by his organization, and by
another group which was founded
nearby—inspired by the effective-
ness of Abe's activities.

In March 1996, after many years
of litigation, the Johban Coal field
Kita-Tharagi branch successfuliy set-
tled its claims for compensation
from the company which had run
the coal mines.

In Japan, several legal actions—
including this case—have been
filed against coal mining companies
claiming that they neglected their
duty to take appropriate measures
to protect their employees from dust
pollution. The plaintiffs are, how-
ever, facing a lot of problems
among them the causal relationship
of lung cancer with dust exposure.

We wish to share our experi-
ence with people overseas who are
interested in these issues. Our
address is: 1-33-17, Kameido, Koto-
ku, Tokyo 136.

Phone +81-3-3683-9765

Fax +81-3-3683-9766

New chemical
substance poisons
reproductive organs

Among the numerous chemical
substances introduced inlo
workplaces whose toxicity is
unknown is 2-boromopropane (2-
BP), an organic solvent used for
cleaning electronic parts. This is
produced not only in Japan, but in
France, Israel, China and the USA.
Fortunately -its toxicity was
established after several complaints
by workers in an elecironic
appliance manufacturer in 5. Korea.

In February 1994, several work-
ers in a subsidiary company of a
Japanese electric appliance manu-
facturer had nausea and headache
immediately after they used 2-BP

imported from Japan. A govern-
ment laboratory there discovered
that among those who had handled
the solvent, fernale workers missed
menstruation and males showed
reduced sperm count. At the end of
1996, when informed of the
observations, the Japanese Labor
Ministry distributed an emergency
notice to the industries involved,
and commissioned several institutes
to examine the chemical substance
for reproductive toxicity. Animal
experiments conducted showed con-
tracted orchis and impaired
hematopoiesis. [Its mutability,
however, had been identified by
some vendors earlier, who had
recommended their users that it
should be replaced by 1-bromo-
propane, a more stable substance of
the same family. Meanwhile, the
Labor Ministry continues to reject
disclosing the trade names for 2-BP
as well as the names of the 2-BP
vendors and handling companies. It
is as if this hazardous material does
not exist officially. It is obvious that
this obscurantism prevents potential
sufferers from claiming damages
and trying to eliminate 2-BF from
their workplaces,

These efforts by the Labor
Ministry will probably accelerate
the move from 2-BP to 1-BP. The al-
ternative material, however, has
not proved to be free of reproduc-
tive toxicity because it has not been
tested in these terms. Some
government institutes will examine
this risk. New chemical materials
are generally subject only to a
simplified mutability test before
they are commercially available in
Japan. It is reported that the Labor
Ministry is planning to include
neurotoxicity’ and reproductive
toxicity tests. in the testing scheme
in fiscal 1997. Cobalt sulfate is
slated to be tested for reproductive
toxicity, and butyl acrylate will be
epidemiologically studied.

An Information Disclosure Law
is on the agenda of the Diet. We
hope to use this law to extract any
useful information for workers from
the government organizations
monopolizing it,
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