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I.

INTRODUCTION-

“Healthier employees mean happier employees. There’s less absenteeism, improved productivity
and lowered health care premium costs.”- Jim Link.1
The ship-breaking industry in Asia is based in countries like India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, China
and Turkey. 2Apart from Asia, Europe also has ship recycling yards in countries like Belgium,
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Portugal, Spain and United Kingdom. 3 In North America,
countries like USA has one ship-breaking yard in Brownsville, Texas. Out of all these countries,
it is the region of South-East Asia that dominates this industry and according to a data dated
2011, India, Bangladesh and Pakistan account for close to 67 percent of the global recycling
market.4
From the figures, it looks that the industry contributes to the economies of Bangladesh, India and
Pakistan respectively.However, there is also another aspect that needs to be considered is the
health and well-being of the workers. Some of the health hazards that happen to some workers
working in this industry will be explored and understood.
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II.

STATEMENT OF PROBLEMOver the last decade, it has been observed that many workers have died in
shipbreaking yards in few Asian countries.

III.

RESEARCH ISSUES AND OBJECTIVESi.
Issue- What are the issues and working conditions faced by the workers in the
ship-breaking industry?
Objective- What can be done to done to improve their working conditions?
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Issue- What are the health-hazards and health problems that happen to
workers in the ship breaking industry?
Objective- What are the steps and initiatives that can be taken to improve the
health of the workers?

WORKING CONDITIONS AND ISSUES FACED BY THE WORKERSThe ship-breaking industry is usually located along the seashores. The wrecked, old
and worn-out ships are the workplace of the employees and workers. The worn-out
ships always pose a risk of sudden accidents.
It is observed that the environment of the workplace in this industry has the presence
of toxic chemicals, asbestos and oil while moving cranes, falling steel plates, gas
explosions and metal coils snapping are constant risks. 5 Other than that, there is also
the risk of leak of toxic gas that can affect the body. 6These toxic gas leaks can also
prove to be fatal. In Mak Corporation Yard in Chottogram in Bangladesh, two
individuals died due to a toxic gas leak on board.7
However, one also ought to be very cautious too about what’s happening around him
as anything can happen anytime. In Ziri shipbreaking yard in Bangladesh, a heavy
cable collapsed hitting several workers at once and thirteen people were injured.8
Such accidents prove how uncertain and unsafe it is for the workers to go with their
activities regularly.
In Alang, situated in the Indian state of Gujarat, is a town known for its ship breaking
work. In Alang, many migrant workers from states like Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Odisha
and Jharkhand work. They also work in very difficult and risky situations. They lack
safety equipment and inadequate health facilities.9 It needs to be understood and
known that that the quality of facilities provided to the employees are also important
and crucial. At a workplace that is so risky and unsafe that one’s life can be
jeopardized any moment, it is very important for the workers and employees to be
provided with good quality equipment that can safeguard their health and physical
well-being to the fullest.
The workers also not being provided with proper health facilities which is very
important especially for all those workers who meet with a sudden accident or get
injured while working.

SPECIAL REPORT: Cleaning up shipbreaking the world’s most dangerous job ,Industriall Global
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Apart from that, as many as 89% of the workers do not get any housing facilities and
majority of them live in shanty dwellings and do not have potable water, sanitation,
drainage systems, electricity and education for the children. 10
Even though there is so much risk and danger involved all around them, they still
continue with their work.
Not only is there the persistent fear from falling materials, but also the toxic materials
contribute to that fear and apprehension and explosions are a common cause for
fatalities and accidents.11
Although they deal with hazardous materials and working conditions and are
involved in cutting ships apart that comes with its own challenges, they are not
provided with the relevant training and knowledge on how one would use Personal
Protective Equipment (PPE).12 In Gadani, neither any safety equipment is
provided nor is there the any proper training and clean drinking water that is
provided to the workers.13 It needs to be realized that the workers cannot work by
always putting their lives at stake.
This industry usually employs unskilled manpower which is desperate for income and
financial sustainability. The probability and scope for informal and indirect
employment is also there in this industry. However, with potential and newer
opportunities comes the need and requirement to frame new laws and legislations also
to regulate that.
The presence of Asbestos, ACM (Asbestos Containing Materials) found in the
thermal insulation system and when that is disturbed, asbestos gets disintegrated into
very fine fibers that can be suspended in the air for long periods and there is the
possibility of that getting inhaled by the employees and other people living in the
vicinity of the scrapping yards. 14
Asbestos is a substance that can have an impact on the health of the person.
The workers are also exposed to fumes like dioxines, isocyanates and sulphur
also.15
These gases are also very harmful for the lungs and heart.
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It also needs to be understood that the structural complexity of the ships and improper
access to the vessels makes the process challenging and brings health and
environmental risks along with it.16
Workers are paid much less than the standard wages and unskilled workers are
given the work to manually break the ships that are full of toxic substances.17 With
little attention paid to the safety of the employees, accidents caused due to fire and
suffocation are reported every year.18
The process of ship breaking brings along with it many risks but it needs to be looked
into and steps and initiatives need to be taken accordingly to prevent injuries and
casualties. Newer policies also ought to be taken that looks into the health and mental
well-being of the employees.
V.

16

HEALTH PROBLEMS AND HAZARDS THAT HAPPEN TO WORKERS IN
THE SHIP-BREAKING INDUSTRYIn the ship-breaking industry, the workers suffer from many health problems.
The health issues happen due to not one, but many reasons.
As the workers are exposed to asbestos, they develop the breathing problem of
asbestosis. In a survey conducted by Bangladesh Occupational, Safety, Health and
Environment foundation (OSHE), it was found out that 33% of the ship breaking
workers are affected by asbestosis and it is incurable.19 The symptoms of asbestosis
include- shortness of breath, persistent dry cough, chest tightness or pain and a
particular dry, crackling sound in the lungs while breathing in.20 It needs to be
understood that when an individual develops breathing problems and illnesses, it
becomes difficult and challenging for him to keep up with the pace of life and it gets
tough to maintain efficiency in work. Asbestos exposure also causes the risk of
cancers. In a study, it was found out that the alarming rise in esophageal, liver, bile,
tracheal, duct and lung cancers are caused due to asbestos exposure on scrapped
ships.21
Shortness of breath as a symptom is a sign that the normal breathing system in the
human body is impacted and affected. As the asbestosfibresscarres the lungs, it
restricts the breathing process and interferes with the ability of oxygen to enter the

Occupational Safety of ship breaking workers, Global Times, (October 16th,
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https://www.asbestos.com/news/2015/08/04/cancer-incidence-high-shipbreaking-industry/.
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bloodstream. 22 As the oxygen flow in the body is impacted slowly, the overall body’s
ability to perform and work is also affected. As the ability to perform and work is
affected, it gradually starts reflecting in certain other aspects of his life also.
The workers in the ship-breaking industry are also subjected to noise, radiation and
other temperature related hazards and it is also claimed that several hundred
workers fall sick every year by inhaling toxic fumes at the scrap yards and that also
impacts their health. 23Improper use and lack in the maintenance of the tools also
contribute to the injuries of many workers. 24
In the ship-breaking industry, the workers also suffer from skin diseases. The
frequency of skin diseases are contact dermatitis (19.4%), Scabies (15.8%),
pyoderma (9.8%), seborrheic dermatitis (9.6%), palmoplantar keratoderma
(4.8%),lichen simplex chronicus(3.4%), Urticaria (2.4%) and psoriasis (1.2%).25
Apart from skin diseases, as the industry being an accident prone one, there is always
the risk and probability of other diseases is always there.
The workers are also prone to have other diseases like tuberculosis, malnutrition,
diarrhea, muscle pain, chest pain, headache, cough and cold ophthalmological
problems and gastrointestinal problems and issues.26
In Alang, the poor work conditions along with the congested and dirty living
conditions, along with the availability of unclean drinking waterand illicit
country liquor has resulted in the increase in cases of malaria, cancer and number
of gastro-intestinal and liver diseases.27
Other diseases that are also present among the workers are dysentery and about 194
of the 20000 workers in Alang had leprosy.28
The existing conditions in the scrapping ships also account for noise pollution,
extreme temperatures and vibration also impacts the workers.29
Working in extreme temperatures can cause heat-related illnesses like heat
exhaustion, heat stroke, muscle cramps, heat swelling and fainting.30 Heat
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exhaustion can cause other symptoms like heavy sweating, dizziness, blacking out
and vomiting.31
Some other health problems that happen in the ship scraping industry are also related
to nutritional issues, urinary issues and eye issues. Nutritional issues like vertigo
and anorexia, eye issues like redness and blurring vision are found.32
Some workers also claim that they suffer from hearing impairment after working in
those harsh environments of the industry where there was high noise. 33 From such
information, one realizes that the life of ship breaking employees and workers is risky
and they need urgent health and medical care if they get injured or infected with some
disease.
Accidents are also one such major health hazard that happens in the ship breaking
industry. Explosions of the remaining leftover gases and fumes are the prime cause
for accidents in the yards and even cases of electrocution also happen. 34
The health problems and hazards that are associated with this industry cannot be
ignored at all. Rather, one needs to look for solutions to minimize and lower the risks
and chances that can cause death of any worker or individual who is working in the
ship breaking industry.
Mesothelioma, one form of cancer that affects the membrane lining of the lungs and
abdomen and PCBs (Poly-chlorinated Biphenyls) also impacts and affects the
nervous,immune, endocrine and reproductive system respectively. 35
Apart from this, risk of being infected with diseases that are transmitted by pests,
rodents, insects that may have infested in the ship and the risk of snake bite is also
there.36
The main causes of death are also suffocation, fires, falling from great height and
even workers are crushed under falling parts of the ship. 37 Talking about health care
facilities and services available, the closest hospital is too far which can provide the
injured and the ailing ones emergency treatment and the workers also are not
provided with any type of financial help or support to provide for the medical
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treatment.38 The local authorities and employers need to talk and come together to
build healthcare infrastructure and facilities that can help in providing fast and
affordable health care services to the injured workers and employees when they need
urgent medical need and attention. Local authorities need to take up the initiative to
solve this matter and bring new policies that aims to solve this problem. Policies
ought to be made that focus on health, safety and mental well-being of the workers.
Well-being of the workers is important to be taken care of.

VI.
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SOLUTIONS –
i.
Framing new policies and schemes that aims at providing benefits to the
employeesMost of the ship breaking workers come from poor backgrounds and they do
not have a proper economic backbone on which they can count upon
whenever they face any economic or health problem. It is important for the
ruling authorities to set up a particular team of experts and frame policies and
schemes that are applicable specifically in the shipbreaking industry
companies that employs hundreds of such workers. Policies that aim at
providing certain socio-economic benefits that are related to healthcare,
education and safety of them that can give them hope and assurance.
Bringing new policies that focuses on the well-being of the workers is needed.
ii.
Giving the shipbreaking companies and firms directions to set up digital
infrastructure and providing assistance to themIt has been observed that many of the injuries, casualties and deaths that
happen in the shipbreaking industry goes unrecorded and undocumented. In
such cases, the relevant authorities and governing bodies need to frame new
rules and laws that addresses the need and importance to set up good quality
digital infrastructure that can keep information about the employees that are
working in a particular shipbreaking company. The relevant authorities also
need to bring in a set of experts and knowledgeable individuals who can
assist the shipbreaking companies in setting up the best technology and
software.
Digital infrastructure will also help to keep a proper idea about the accidents
and injuries that have happened in a shipyard. It will also help to know about
areas and places in the yard where one is at a high risk of getting injured.
iii.
Establishing government hospitals and health institutions in the vicinity of the
ship yardsWith the probability of fatal injuries being very high in the industry, it is
extremely important to have the availability of a hospital that can provide
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medical treatment at an affordable cost. Thus, the local authorities especially
in such cases ought to invest in building hospitals that have all necessary and
relevant manpower, equipment and infrastructure so that they can solve any
health problem as quickly as possible. It is also seen that the workers cannot
afford medicines and they are also not covered by any health insurance. 39
Special pharmaceutical shops need to be opened where medicines are
available at a relatively affordable price. The hospital ought to be located
within 3-4 kms from the shipyard.
Unemployment Benefits to the workersIt is observed that the workers in the shipbreaking industry end up losing their
job if they suffer from any major injury while working. In such cases, they
suffer loss of income. They find it difficult to sustain and survive financially.
Hence, unemployment benefits ought to be introduced which can provide
them a financial backbone for a particular period of time during when they
can think, reflect and figure out on how they ought to go about in the future.

CONCLUSIONThere are number of laws, rules and regulations are there in countries where the
shipbreaking industry is there. International conventions like the Basel Convention,
Hong Kong Convention, European Union Waste Shipment Regulation, European
Union Ship Recycling Regulation and certain guidelines under ILO are already
made. 40
However, to solve problems, a practical approach is also required. To solve problems
regarding health, apart from building hospitals one also needs to look into other
factors also.
Developing nations and countries have always had the desire to rise and advance
economically. Yet, it also needs to be understood that the employees and workers
play a crucial role in the development and growth of a nation. Their continuous
perseverance, dedication and hard work helps a nation reach new heights of
success.
Thus, it is also important to ensure that the workers and employees are safe, healthy
and doing well. When employees are happy and content, the country will eventually
and automatically prosper and excel.
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