
 

 

Le Clemenceau, a story of grandeur 

and misery 

Sunday January 22 2006 

 

Towards the end of World War II, the French president, Raymond 

Poincaré appointed Georges Clemenceau, nicknamed ‘The Tiger’ for his 

aggressive debating style, as Prime Minister of France.  

Clemenceau had managed to persuade the British to accept General as 

the supreme Allied commander leading the offensive against the in the 

summer of 1918. A few months later, the allies won World War I war. 

As a tribute to ‘Tiger’, the first French aircraft-carrier, commissioned in 

Brest in 1957, was baptised “Clemenceau”. 

For more than 40 years, the ship was the pride and the flagship of the 

French Navy. It was disarmed in 1997 after having sailed 48 times 

around the world with its crew of 1,920 men. 

After retiring from politics, Georges Clemenceau had written his 

memoirs, The Grandeur and Misery of Victory. For the aircraft-carrier, 

its time of misery also followed its grandeur. In 2003, it was sold for 

scrap. Its 24,000 tonnes of steel were valued at 40 crores, but there 

was a quandary: a few hundred tonnes of asbestos were mixed with 

the steel. 

With the price of iron ore doubling since 2002, there was no problem 

in finding a buyer. 

But removing the asbestos content in the West is so prohibitive (it is 

costlier than the price of the steel) that ships are often sold for 1 euro. 



There is an easy solution: just find a place where the draconian ban on 

asbestos does not apply and get the ship dismantled – India. 

The present storm revolves around the Shree Ram Scrap Vessel in 

Gujarat’s Alang, where security conditions are said to be minimal. The 

Indian media has mainly highlighted the controversy regarding the 

amount of asbestos left on the Clemenceau after the ship left Toulon in 

South of France on New Year’s Eve. The NGOs trying to stop the 

aircraft carrier from reaching the Gujarat coast allege that several 

hundreds of tonnes of asbestos are still left after a first 

decontamination was done in Toulon, while the French government 

claims in the courts of law that hardly 40 tonnes remain on the 

Clemenceau. The French Defence Ministry asserted: “We have 

removed all visible, friable and accessible asbestos and we have just 

left the minimum necessary for the ship to be towed.”  

But in an interview with an Indian newspaper, the head of the 

company responsible for the first decontamination contradicted the 

French Navy’s figures: “A lot more than 115 tonnes could have been 

removed without damaging the structure or the seaworthiness of the 

ship.’’ He estimated that the ship may still contain over 500 tonnes of 

asbestos.  

This is probably exaggerated, but when three NGOs including 

Greenpeace went to court, the Administrative Tribunal of Paris was 

clear: “None of the arguments presented by the complainants can 

create a serious doubt on the legality of the contested decision (to let 

the ship sail to India).”  

The main argument of the organisations is that the removal of the 

asbestos in Alang presents a ‘serious health hazard for the Indian 

workers.’ To this, the Counsel for the Defense answered that the 

NGOs were just trying to insinuate that India was not a State 



governed by law. Finally, the tribunal declared itself incompetent to 

pass a stay order. Technically, the French court is right: it can not 

interfere with Indian laws. And though India may be governed by law, 

the crux of the current problem is that India has not banned the use 

of asbestos.  

In October 2005, a Commission of Information of the French Senate 

reported the latest discoveries on the nefarious consequences of using 

asbestos. Back in 1906, a Labour Inspector linked asbestos to a very 

high rate of mortality in a factory in Caen, Western France. However, 

France banned the material only recently. As early as in 1931, Great 

Britain promulgated the first regulations to control the use of the 

material and the US followed in 1946. Despite the scientific research 

undertaken after World War II and an International Conference on 

Asbestos in New York in 1964, the French government waited till 1977 

to impose restrictions on the ‘magic material’. A year later, the 

carcinogenic character of the asbestos was pointed out in a resolution 

of the European Parliament. The complete ban on asbestos in France 

came into force only in 1996.  

Many reasons have been given for this unnecessary delay. They are 

probably still valid for India today:  

In the 70s, France had a very severe unemployment problem. This is 

also the case in Alang today, where between 25,000 to 40,000 people 

are said to be employed. Neither the trade unions (so vociferous for a 

factory of Ayurvedic drugs in UP), nor the State government is ready 

to jeopardise the employment of thousands.  

The second issue is the long delay between the time a person is 

contaminated and when the first symptoms appear. It takes between 

20 to 40 years. Between 60,000 and 100,000 are expected to die in 

France during the next 20 years. According to the report it is 



“unavoidable and irreversible”.  

The third reason for the late ban on asbestos in France, which 

makes the Indian situation even gloomier – the role of the 

industrial lobbies.  

The tragedy is that today there is no law in India banning asbestos. In 

the absence of legislation, even the Supreme Court cannot take stern 

action. Its Monitoring Committee on Hazardous Wastes Management 

recommended: “It is not desirable for the ship to enter India’s 

sovereign territory.” When the matter comes for hearing in the 

Supreme Court on February 13, what action can the Court take but to 

serve an advisory notice to the government? The only solution for the 

Union government would be to immediately list asbestos as a 

dangerous material and ban its use.  

But the industrial lobby is still too strong. With the government 

choosing ‘Rozgar badhao’ (increase employment) as the slogan for 

2006, one doubts if asbestos will be banned in India soon. Millions 

may die in the process in about 25 or 30 years. However, the 

elections are much closer.  

In the meantime, the asbestos-carrier, as the environmentalists call 

the Clemenceau, is still sailing towards Gujarat.  

 


