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ASBESTOS OCEAN DISPOSAL – A NATIONAL EXPERIENCE

1.
Background 

A decade ago, Government embarked on a refurbishment programme of schools and hospitals which created asbestos as its by-product being stockpiled as unwanted and unusable waste. Most of these asbestos were left sitting on pallets at various sites awaiting disposal. 

At the time, an estimated 700 tonnes of asbestos waste lay ready to be disposed and recently more asbestos is added from the demolition of the old Island Foods factory.

In 2003, following the Inaugural National Asbestos Management Training Workshop, an Asbestos Committee was formed to look at the issue of disposing asbestos and also developed the “Guidelines for the Management of Asbestos in the Cook Islands”.

2.
Problem

Determining where and how to dispose of this asbestos waste was a problem that had concerned stakeholder agencies such as the Environment Service, Health and Cook Islands Investment Corporation (CIIC), the agency responsible for managing and maintaining Government assets.

3.
Practical disposal options. 
In the early discussions of asbestos disposal there were three disposal options considered which included:
1.
Burying within the public landfill.

This was generally the accepted option but with the publicised soil contamination in New Zealand and other health risks identified, this view was quickly quashed..
2.
Returning waste to New Zealand, its point of origin.
This was the most preferred option which was pursued through discussions   with New Zealand officials who visited the Cook Islands. However, due to the lack of any progressive development on it, this option too was put on hold.
3.
Ocean disposal.

Given the location of these asbestos, the changing weather events and the risks to human health, there was a very urgent need to remove this asbestos and ocean disposal was the only practical option available to be pursued..  

Through Cook Islands Investment Corporation (CIIC), procedures for ocean disposal of this asbestos waste was pursued with the Ministry of Transport, Marine Division.

4.
Outcome
The Asbestos Committee was reconvened with the inclusion of the Ministry of Transport, to look at the international and national instruments pertaining to ocean disposal of waste, in particular the provisions of the London Dumping Convention.
After consultation with IMO, SPREP and other international pollution advisers, the Ministry of Transport decided to issue pursuant to section 15 and 16 of the Prevention of Marine Pollution Act 1998, a Special Permit as per format outlined in Annex 11 -2 of the London Convention for the disposal of 350 tonnes of asbestos waste within the hold of the MV Miss Mataroa as she was set up for scuttling in November 2007. Of course certain conditions were  attached.
(copy of Special Permit attached)

Note: Although Cook Islands is not a party to the London Convention, it does however under the Prevention of Marine Pollution Act 1998, prescribe that the provisions of the London Dumping Convention 1972 has the force of law in the Cook Islands. 
5.
Environment and Health Concern
The only serious environment and health concern was the removal and delivery of these asbestos pallets from the different sites on the island to the wharf and also the loading into the hold of the MV Miss Mataroa.

This activity was supervised by the Environment Service who ensured that all personnel working on this were well equipped with safety clothing and gears recommended by the Guidelines. The timing of delivery by road to the ship was also crucial in terms of ensuring the public presence on the road was minimal.

6.
Future Option. 

Ocean disposal of asbestos waste is a short term option only and therefore greater efforts should be made to progress discussions with New Zealand for the return of this waste to source of origin for disposal..

7
Matter for Workshop Discussion.

This asbestos waste problem is not exclusively a Cook Islands problem but rather a Pacific wide problem and therefore requires some serious consideration on the part of the region. - 
Past Cook Islands Experience: Freighted some 30 plus tonnes of stockpiled chemicals brought in 40 years ago for the citrus industry back to FERNS (NZ), the company that manufactured and imported it.
Kia Orana.

