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Most houses built before the 1990s contain asbestos in some form, and in fact
asbestos building products continued to be used up until the late 1980s.

From the 1940s right through to the 1980s asbestos products were one of the most
popular building materials in Australia. Recent illegal imports of building products
containing asbestos are also a source of exposure to deadly ashestos fibres.

Renovating your home - a
health hazard?

Asbestos use was not only prevalent in our
homes, but most of our public buildings,
schools, hospitals and government buildings
contain asbestos in some form.

Asbestos was easy to work with, it
was affordable and it had the add-
ed quality of being heat resistant.

There are more than 3000 applica-
tions of asbestos - the result is that
workers have and are being ex-
posed in virtually every occupa-
tion, and most Australian homes
contain asbestos in some form.

Asbestos has also been used in
theatre curtains, safety clothing,
heat resistant pads for irons or on
the stove, in gaskets, brake linings
and clutches. The effect of its many
and varied applications is that all of
us have come into contact with as-
bestos in some form at some time
in our lives.

It has now been established that
asbestos materials begin to deteri-
orate after a period of 15 years as a
result of weathering and exposure
to other pollutants. Exposure to

“HAerosols of asbestos fibers of
varing diameters and lengths can
be generated by the disturbance
... of ashestos-containing
materials in place. Once
airborne, fine asbestos fibers
remain in the air for many hours,

even under still conditions. Air
movement easily re-aerosolizes
asbhestos fibers which may have
settled on surfaces.” Levin et al,
Medical Examination for Asbestos-
Related Disease, American Journal of
Industrial Medicine 37:6-22, 2000.

sun, wind, rain, hail and frost cause
asbestos products to corrode re-
leasing asbestos fibres into the air
and in the rain water from roofs.

Inhaled fibres lodge in the lining
of the lung and lay dormant for up
to 50 years. The inhaled fibres
may produce scar tissue and in
some instances the fibres may
cause cancer to develop.

Despite articles appearing in medi-
cal journals as early as the 1920s on
the dangers of asbestos in the de-
velopment of severe respiratory
conditions, asbestos mining contin-
ued. In Australia, the notorious
Wittenoom blue asbestos mine in
Western Australia was not fully
operational until CSR Ltd took it
over in 1943 and continued mining
operations until 1966. This was
regardless of literature published
in the 1950s linking minimal expo-
sure to asbestos and the develop-
ment of malignant mesothelioma, a
cancer affecting the lining of the
lung. The manufacture of asbestos
products in Australia continued
until the late 1980s.

Asbestos disease has presented in
waves of victims, the first wave
being asbestos miners, transport-
ers and the workers in asbestos
product factories, the second wave
are those in the construction and
fabrication industries, such as,
builders, fitters, boilermakers,

Never attempt to remove
asbestos yourself. We
recommend you employ a
professional asbestos
removalist. If the cost is
prohibitive, there are some short
term alternatives, call the ADSA
on (08) 9344 4077 or 1800 646 690

electricians and mechanics, and now
we are seeing the third wave of asbes-
tos victims people that are exposed to
decaying asbestos products and reno-
vators.

People between 30 and 50 years old

are now presenting with asbestos

related cancers from exposure when

they were children often from assist-

ing with home renovations.

Look for asbestos products before you

do any renovations or maintenance:

e ‘Fibro’ asbestos cement sheets in

your walls, eaves, and roofing

Shed/Garage walls and roofing

‘Super Six’ fences

Kitchen, bathroom, & laundry

Lagging around hot water pipes or

exhaust pipes

e ‘Lino’ (Linoleum) backing

e Carpet underlay

e Acoustic/Insulation on the ceiling

e Furnace or fake log fire and slow
burner

This list does not cover every use of

asbestos in the home and we recom-

mend a full asbestos audit of your

home before renovating.

Removal of all asbestos products from
the home by a professional asbestos
removalist is recommended by the
experts and the ADSA.

Asbestos Awareness

Asbestos related diseases -

what are they?

Pleural Plaques

The most minor of the asbestos related con-
ditions and a marker of past asbestos expo-
sure which is evident on X-ray. Pleural
plaques are patches of thickening appear-
ing on the lining of the chest wall, over the
diaphragm in the pleural membrane that
lines the chest and over the pericardium
where this membrane lies between the
lungs. Pleural plaques may appear in the
absence of any other chest sign resulting
from asbestos inhalation, usually have mini-
mal effect on lung function. Pleural plaques
on occasion become calcified and harden.
In some cases pleural plaques may reduce
lung function and cause pain on exertion.

Asbestosis

Following heavy and prolonged exposure
to asbestos, the inhalation of asbestos dust
and fibres may result in scar tissue (or fi-
brosis) in the lungs. Further continued ex-
posure increases the amount and distribu-
tion of the scar tissue. Such scarring is of-
ten referred to as interstitial fibrosis. Symp-
toms of asbestosis include shortness of
breath, cough, chest tightness and bluish
skin discolouration. Asbestosis is progres-
sive, irreversible and leads to respiratory
disability and in some cases death.

Mesothelioma

Mesothelioma was a rare cancer that affects
the outer covering of the lung (the pleura).

ABOVE and BELOW: Mesothelioma and the lung (images courtesy of Daniel H. Sterman,
M.D.A iate Profe of Medicine and Surgery Clinical Director, University of Pennsylvania, USA)

The only known cause of mesothelio-
ma is past asbestos exposure but the
lowest level of exposure sufficient to
produce mesothelioma has not been
established. Mesothelioma is usual-
ly associated with a long latency
period from the time of exposure to
asbestos to the development of the
disease of between 10 and 60 years
with a mean average of about 30
years. The tumour is highly malig-
nant and can often be accompanied
by chest pain that is greater than that
of other lung tumours. There is no
known association between the de-
velopment of mesothelioma and to-
bacco smoking. Pleural mesothelio-
ma symptoms may include fluid in
the chest cavity, breathlessness,
chest pain and sometimes ab-
dominal swelling.

Lung Cancer

Lung cancer has been produced in
asbestos workers by all types of as-
bestos. There is a dose-response
relationship - increased exposure
causes an increase in the incidence
of tumour. There is usually a latency
period of about 20 years or longer
from the time of asbestos exposure

to the development of lung cancer.

Anyone exposed to Asbestos who
smokes is at much greater risk of de-
veloping lung cancer than smokers in
the general population who have not
been exposed to asbestos. In fact,
medical scientists at the Mount Sinai
School of Medicine in New York sug-
gest that the risk is eight times great-
er. All types of lung cancer can be
associated with past asbestos expo-
sure. Symptoms included cough, pain
on inhaling, a feeling of chest re-
striction, loss of weight and appetite.

Gastrointestinal Cancers

Asbestos exposure has been associat-
ed with the development of cancers
that affect the gastrointestinal tract
from the mouth to the anus. Studies
have indicated an increased inci-
dence of laryngeal tumours in smok-
ers who have been exposed to asbes-
tos. Asbestos inhalation can also re-
sult in peritoneal mesothelioma, the
peritoneum being the lining of the
stomach and intestines. Studies have
suggested a possible increased risk of
tumours on the inside lining of the
intestines (the epithelium) in occupa-
tionally exposed asbestos workers.
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