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workers looked like snowmen”, recalls Michel Ver-
niers. “The asbestos shop was cleaned every week 
by workers, who would scrape off the asbestos resi-
dues then sluice them down with water”, goes on 
the trade union activist, who started work at Coverit 
when he was just 14 years old.      

“When I was taken on in 1977, I was trained at 
Kapelle-op-den bos4. Everything seemed to be fine, 
no problems at all, until the press picked up on 
the issue”, fumes Vivian Lescot. The former Cov-
erit employee does not see how Eternit could not 
have known. In fact, the first press reports stung the 
company to action, sending out a memo to work-
ers, “Eternit sent round a memo telling its workers 
that chrysotile was a product that could only cause 
health problems if it was combined with smoking 
and other things”, recalls Vivian Lescot.

In the early 1980s, the first preventive measures 
were brought in, like wet fiberizing, and automatic 
self-opening bags. But these half-hearted precau-
tions did not go with any proper programme to 
inform and educate the workers. As a result, many 
went on slitting the asbestos bags by hand, as was 
still happening at Eternit’s Thiant factory in 1995. 

4 Eternit’s main factory in Belgium.
5 Including: automatic debagging sys-
tem not working properly (broken bags), 
materials moving system not leakproof 
(allowing major dust escape), poor serv-
icing and supervision of dust extraction 
equipment, poor design and chronic 
under-maintenance of the machining 
unit. See: www.senat.fr/rap/o97-041/
o97-0416.html.

A 1996 labour inspectorate report – the only one 
on the asbestos cement industry in France between 
1975 and 1996! – singles out the glaring prevention 
failings in this particular factory5.

Blaming the workers

Employers’ failure to inform their employees meant 
that workers for too long viewed the danger of asbes-
tos as theoretical. The epidemic of cancers has not yet 
broken out – there is a latency of 20 to 30 years before 
the first symptoms appear. And very few occupational 
doctors try to delve that deeply into the matter. Work-
ers get an annual lung x-ray. Those with breathing 
difficulties are quizzed on their smoking and drink-
ing habits. “You’re smoking far too much!, the occu-
pational doctor told us. Even those who had never 
touched a cigarette”, Michel Verniers testifies. Alcohol 
was also singled out as a culprit, but never asbestos.

The fact is that doctors attached to the Eternit factories 
were ill-advised to go against the interests of the world 
leader in asbestos cement. René Delattre recalls the 
fate of one woman doctor: “In 1984, she took over 
from a company doctor who was employed by Eternit 
Thiant. She did thorough examinations which found 

The way complaints in “the asbestos scandal” are 
handled in the criminal courts raises issues about 
the liability of the main asbestos industry firms 
who have always played down any links between 
them. 

Where Eternit is concerned, it is a matter of record 
that the word originally referred to a patent, not a 
company name. But there is plentiful evidence of 
“family ties” between a select few of the asbes-
tos cement industry “nobility” throughout the 20th 

century.

Two recent publications have shed light on 
these low-profile but undeniable links between 
the Emsens (Eternit Belgium), Cuvelier (Eternit 
France) and Schmidheiny (Eternit Switzerland) 
families. 

In Eternit et l’amiante. Aux sources du profit, une 
industrie du risquea, historian Odette Hardy-
Hémery informs us that “the Eternit companies 
were linked from the very start by multiple inter-
locking holdings”. The Belgian Emsens family, 
for example, was a founder investor in the joint 
stock company Eternit France on its incorporation 
in 1922. Seven years on, Eternit Belgium, Swit-
zerland, Spain and Italy set up a joint subsidiary 
in Germany. Eternit France’s board of directors 
decided that it “could not afford not to be involved 
in this international event”, and took a 5% stake in 
the company’s capital.   

SAIAC – the association of asbestos cement industry 
companies – was set up the same year to exchange 
information on technology developments in the 
asbestos industry. But joint raw materials purchasing 
was a second strategic objective of the consortium. 
All Eternit companies across Europe, as well as the 
UK’s Turner & Newall, were founder members. 

The interplay of interests between the different Eter-
nit companies was to carry on throughout the 20th 
century. The book The tragedy of asbestosb reprints 
the memberships of the board of directors of Com-
pagnie Financière Eternit (Eternit Belgium) in 1966, 
1976 and 1980, where the Schmidheiny brothers 
and members of the Cuvelier and Hatschek families 
sit alongside high-profile Emsens family names.

Despite the highly active management and pro-
duction co-operation between the different Eternit 
firms, their former heads still staunchly deny hav-
ing been aware of the dangers of the “wonder min-
eral”. When some former representatives of the 
“asbestos cartel” have to explain themselves before 
the courts, that will be for justice to decide.

a O. Hardy-Hémery, Eternit et l’amiante.1922-2000. Aux 
sources du profit, une industrie du risque, Presses universi-
taires du Septentrion, 2005, 272 p.
b R.F. Ruers, N. Schouten, The tragedy of asbestos. Eter-
nit and the consequences of a hundred years of asbestos 
cement, 2005, 122 p. Downloadable free in English from: 
http://international.sp.nl/publications/asbestos.pdf.

Eternit – “a family affair”




