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The Hidden Danger in Engineered Stone

Engineered stone, lauded for its aesthetic appeal and durability, has become a popular choice for
kitchen countertops. However, this seemingly innocuous material harbors a deadly secret: high levels
of silica. When cut or ground, engineered stone releases respirable crystalline silica (RCS) into the air,
posing severe health risks to workers. Silica dust, when inhaled, can lead to silicosis, a debilitating and
often fatal lung disease.

Malik Al-Khalilâ??s Story: A Harrowing Tale of Neglect

Malik Al-Khalil, a 31-year-old Syrian refugee, embodies the human cost of this occupational hazard.
Fleeing the turmoil in Syria, Malik sought a new life in the UK and found employment as a stonemason.
For five years, he worked diligently, unaware of the peril lurking in the dust he breathed daily. The
engineered stone he cut and shaped emitted fine silica particles, which settled in his lungs, gradually
scarring and damaging them.

Despite adhering to what he believed were standard safety practices, Malik was not fully informed
about the extent of the risk. His employer, like many others, neglected to implement comprehensive
safety measures or provide adequate training on the dangers of silica dust. Now, Malik is in the Royal
Brompton Hospital, under the care of consultant Johanna Feary, grappling with silicosisâ??a disease
that has drastically altered the course of his life.

The Trade Union Congress’s Call to Action

The Trade Union Congress (TUC), a major body representing trade unions in the UK, has responded
to Malik’s plight with urgency and determination. The TUC has issued a stark warning about the
practices of “rogue companies” that prioritize profits over the health and safety of their workers. These
companies often flout regulations, exposing their employees to hazardous working conditions without
adequate protection.

Strengthening Regulatory Powers

The TUC’s primary demand is for the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) to be granted tougher
regulatory powers. The HSE, the UK’s national regulator for workplace health and safety, is
responsible for enforcing compliance with safety standards. However, the TUC argues that the HSE
currently lacks the necessary resources and authority to effectively crack down on negligent employers.

A TUC spokesperson emphasized the gravity of the situation, stating, â??Workplace dust can be lethal
for workers, and the case of Malik Al-Khalil is deeply sad. The HSE takes this issue very seriously and
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has been crystal clear with employers about the dangers. But we know there are rogue companies who
play fast and loose with workersâ?? safety. Thatâ??s why itâ??s vital we beef up resources for the
HSE so that it can clamp down on bad bosses who put their staff needlessly at risk.â?•

The Global Context: Australiaâ??s Landmark Decision

The danger of silicosis extends beyond the UK. In August, Australia became the first country to ban
engineered stone. This landmark decision followed the diagnosis of hundreds of stonemasons with
silicosis, prompting urgent government action. The Australian ban sets a global precedent, highlighting
the severe health risks associated with engineered stone and the necessity for stringent regulations.

The UKâ??s Position and the Need for Reform

Despite mounting evidence and international actions, the previous Conservative government in the UK
ruled out a ban on engineered stone. This decision has been met with criticism, particularly from
affected workers and advocacy groups. Malik Al-Khalil is among those calling for a reconsideration. He
believes that banning engineered stone is essential to preventing further cases of silicosis.

Speaking to i, Malik expressed his frustration and hope for change: â??Of course [it should be banned]
because the silicosis is coming from this material. But this job will be for the Government. The
Government should start to do something about this. [I want] to help other people. Some people in the
UK donâ??t know anything about this material or about silicosis. It was the same when I was working; I
didnâ??t have an idea about thisâ?¦ I would like all the people to know about my story and about
silicosis.â?•

Understanding Silica Dust and Silicosis

Silica, or silicon dioxide, is a natural mineral found in various materials, including sand, rock, and
engineered stone. When these materials are manipulatedâ??cut, ground, or drilledâ??they release fine
silica dust into the air. Respirable crystalline silica (RCS) particles are small enough to penetrate deep
into the lungs, where they cause inflammation and scarring over time. This scarring can lead to
silicosis, a progressive and irreversible lung disease.

Silicosis manifests in three forms: chronic, accelerated, and acute. Chronic silicosis, the most common
form, develops over many years of exposure to low levels of silica dust. Accelerated silicosis occurs
after shorter, more intense exposure, typically over five to ten years. Acute silicosis can develop within
a few months of very high exposure, causing severe inflammation and fluid build-up in the lungs.

The Imperative for Education and Protection

One of the most effective ways to combat silicosis is through education and preventive measures.
Workers must be informed about the risks of silica dust and trained in proper safety protocols.
Employers have a legal and moral obligation to provide a safe working environment, which includes
implementing dust control measures, providing personal protective equipment (PPE), and conducting
regular health screenings.

Dust control measures can significantly reduce the risk of silica exposure. These measures include
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using water suppression systems to dampen dust at the source, local exhaust ventilation to capture
airborne particles, and enclosed cutting tools. PPE, such as respirators, can provide an additional layer
of protection, although it should not be the primary means of control.

The Role of the Health and Safety Executive (HSE)

The HSE plays a crucial role in ensuring workplace safety. It conducts inspections, enforces
regulations, and provides guidance to employers and workers. However, the effectiveness of the HSE
is often hampered by limited resources and enforcement powers. The TUC’s call for enhanced
authority and funding for the HSE is aimed at addressing these shortcomings and ensuring that
negligent employers are held accountable.

Malik Al-Khalilâ??s Advocacy for Change

Malikâ??s story is a powerful testament to the urgent need for reform. His personal suffering and
determination to prevent others from facing the same fate underscore the importance of stricter
regulations and increased awareness. Malikâ??s advocacy highlights a critical gap in current safety
practices and the need for a concerted effort to protect workers in high-risk industries.

Conclusion

The fight against silicosis is a fight for justice, safety, and the well-being of workers. Malik Al-Khalilâ??s
ordeal is a poignant reminder of the devastating impact of occupational hazards and the urgent need
for change. Governments, regulatory bodies, employers, and society at large must prioritize worker
safety. By enforcing stringent regulations, providing adequate resources for enforcement, and
educating workers about the risks, we can hope to eliminate the threat of silicosis and safeguard the
health of those who contribute so much to our daily lives.
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