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Asbestos Awareness

This Safety Information Sheet is intended as a general information sheet to raise 

employee’s awareness of the hazards that can arise from asbestos based materials. 

What is asbestos?  

Asbestos is a naturally occurring mineral fibre. There are three main types: 

• Chrysotile (also known as ‘white asbestos’)

• Amosite (also known as ‘brown asbestos’)

• Crocidolite (also known as ‘blue asbestos’)

The import, use and re-use of asbestos products within the UK has now been banned by 

law, except in a very limited number of specified processes. However, vast quantities of 

asbestos were used in buildings in the past. Much of this material is still there and 

cannot easily be identified by its appearance. 

Where can asbestos be found?  

Asbestos is most likely to be found in buildings that were constructed or refurbished 

between 1950 and 1980, particularly if the building also has a steel frame and/or it has 

boilers with thermal insulation. The most common uses of asbestos were: 

• As a spray coating on steelwork, concrete walls and ceilings for fire

protection and insulation.

• As insulating lagging in buildings, on pipework, and for boilers and

ducts.

• As asbestos insulating board, used for fire protection in wall

partitions, fire doors, ceiling tiles, etc.

• As asbestos cement products such as sheeting on walls and roofs,

tiles, cold water tanks, gutters, pipes and in decorative plaster

finishes.

What are the risks from asbestos? 

• Asbestos still kills around 5000 workers each year, this is more

than the number of people killed on the road.

• Around 20 tradesman die each week as a result of past exposure

• However, asbestos is not just a problem of the past. It can be

present today in any building built or refurbished before the year

2000.

When materials that contain asbestos are disturbed or damaged, fibres are released into 

the air. When these fibres are inhaled they can cause serious diseases. These diseases 

will not affect you immediately; they often take a long time to develop, but once 

diagnosed, it is often too late to do anything. This is why it is important that you protect 
yourself now. 
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Asbestos can cause the following fatal and serious diseases: 

Mesothelioma 

Mesothelioma is a cancer which affects the lining of the lungs (pleura) and 

the lining surrounding the lower digestive tract (peritoneum). It is almost 

exclusively related to asbestos exposure and by the time it is diagnosed, 

it is almost always fatal. 

Asbestos-related lung cancer 

Asbestos-related lung cancer is the same as (looks the same as) lung 

cancer caused by smoking and other causes. It is estimated that there is 

around one lung cancer for every mesothelioma death. 

Asbestosis  

Asbestosis is a serious scarring condition of the lung that normally occurs 

after heavy exposure to asbestos over many years. This condition can 

cause progressive shortness of breath, and in severe cases can be fatal. 

Pleural thickening  

Pleural thickening is generally a problem that happens after heavy 

asbestos exposure. The lining of the lung (pleura) thickens and swells. If 

this gets worse, the lung itself can be squeezed, and can cause shortness 

of breath and discomfort in the chest. 

Note: It is also important to remember that people who smoke, and are also exposed to 

asbestos fibres, are at a much greater risk of developing lung cancer.  

How does asbestos get into the body?  

Although the body’s natural defence mechanisms will get rid of most of the larger fibres 

that can enter the nose and mouth, tiny fibres can pass into the lower parts of the lung. 

They can stay there for many years and may work their way through the lung lining. The 

body naturally gets rid of any asbestos fibres that you might take in with food and 

water; and asbestos fibres cannot be absorbed through the skin. 

Note: By the age of 70, the average person in Britain will have inhaled between ¼ 

million and 20 million asbestos fibres from ambient levels of asbestos present in the 

atmosphere. 
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Is there asbestos in my workplace?  

Examples of labels that may be present in the workplace are 

shown opposite.  

If however, you come across any hidden or dusty materials 

in the workplace which you suspect may contain asbestos, 

always assume it is asbestos, leave it alone and immediately 

contact the person in control of the building. 

If you are in doubt whether the material you are working on or with contains asbestos, 

stop work immediately and inform your manager, who must seek advice on what actions 

to take. 

If you feel that you are likely to be exposed to asbestos during your work and are unsure 

what actions you should take, in the first instance please speak to your manager.  


