
ASBESTOS – TODAY’S PROBLEM?

Asbestos is a natural fibrous material that was commonly used due to its heat resistant 
properties.  It was widely used in construction materials such as insulation, flooring tiles, 
pipe lagging, finishes and coatings etc. 

When asbestos is damaged or disturbed the tiny fibres can be released into the air and 
inhaled.  The body’s natural defences cannot break the fibres down and they become lodged
in the lungs leading to asbestosis, mesothelioma, lung cancer, pleural thickening etc. The 
symptoms of these asbestos related diseases take many years, sometimes even decades to 
appear after the original exposure took place. 

Of course, once the dangers of exposure were know, asbestos was banned in the UK from 
1999.  You would be forgiven for thinking then, that exposure was no longer a problem.  
However, asbestos containing materials (ACMs) can still be found in commercial and public 
buildings and some homes built before the year 2000.

According to The World Health Organisation asbestos related diseases kill 107,000 people 
worldwide every year.  HSE figures suggest that the UK accounts for more than 5,000 of 
those deaths. 

The Control of Asbestos Regulations 2012 place specific duties on owners and those 
responsible for the maintenance of non-domestic properties to manage asbestos. Regulation
4 requires duty to holders to:

 Take reasonable steps to identify whether asbestos (ACMs) are present in the 
building and if so where they are and what condition they are in.

 Presume materials contain asbestos unless there is strong evidence to suggest 
otherwise.

 Make and maintain an up to date record of the location and condition of ACMs or 
presumed ACMs.

 Assess the risk of exposure and prepare a detailed plan of how these risks will be 
managed.



 Implement the plan and periodically monitor and review it to ensure that it remains 
up to date and relevant.

 Provide information on the location and condition of ACMs to anyone liable to work 
on or disturb them. 

Duty holders can make a management survey where the premises are simple and straight 
forward otherwise, a surveyor is needed.  There are two types of asbestos survey: 

Management Survey

The purpose of this type of survey is to manage ACMs during the normal occupation and use
of the building. The aim of the survey is to ensure that nobody is harmed by the continuing 
presence of ACM in the premises or equipment, that the ACMs remain in good condition; 
and that nobody disturbs it accidentally.

Refurbishment/Demolition Survey

The refurbishment / demolition survey is required where the premises, or part of it, need 
upgrading, refurbishment or demolition.  A Refurbishment / demolition survey aims to 
ensure that; nobody will be harmed by work on ACM in the premises or equipment; such 
work will be done by the right contractor in the right way.

So what is the Problem?

Well, recently, questions have been raised about the suitability of the existing control limits 
and the sensitivity and use of air monitoring for longer term exposure.  MPs and Trade 
Unions are calling for the eradication of future risks from exposure by removing all ACMs, 
starting with schools and other public buildings.

However, one HSE spokesperson speaking to IOSH Magazine stated that it could be argued 
that ‘there is already a substantial, continuous programme of gradual, controlled removal 
and disposal’ as demonstrated by the 30-35,000 licenced removals notified to the HSE each 
year. 

According to the HSE, calls for the large scale removal of asbestos must take into 
consideration a number of practical problems including;

 The limited number of competent contractors

 The fact that a lot of asbestos is inaccessible until the end of the life of the building 
when it is demolished.

 The risks of high exposure rates during removal and for those nearby or reoccupying. 

So, for the time being at least the debate between phased removal and the real lack of 
resources looks set to continue.  The lack of data regarding the risks from current exposure 
means it’s difficult to know if we are doing enough to control the risks and as the All-Part 
Parliamentary Group (APPG) said; ‘how we act now will determine how many people will 
continue to die in the future’.



(Source: IOSH Magazine June 2019)

 


