As a construction inspector, not only will you come in contact with chemicals, you will also come in contact with some hazardous material. One of the materials you may be exposed to is asbestos. Asbestos is a natural occurring fibrous mineral that has been around for hundreds of years. These fibers are extremely durable, heat resistant, and fire resistant. Because of these qualities, asbestos has been used in thousands of products.  Some early uses of asbestos were in ancient Egyptian clothing. As of late, asbestos has been used in the space shuttle, car brakes, wall insulation, floor tile and in insulation in boiler rooms. The major fiber types used commercially are chrysolite, amosite, and crocidolite. If asbestos is not handle correctly these fibers can be a serious health hazard. 

At some point in your career you will be a construction inspector. It is important that you are aware of the health risk associated with asbestos to protect the occupants of a building, the workers and yourself from exposure. Although there is very little evidence that casual contact with asbestos posses a health risk, there are times when asbestos can be a serious health risk. Asbestos that is undisturbed (or non-friable asbestos) doesn’t present much of a health hazard. It is the friable asbestos that can release fibers into the air that possess the greatest risk. When asbestos is crumbled, pulverized, sanded, or reduced to powder by hand pressure, thus making it friable, it will cause the asbestos fibers to become airborne. The asbestos fibers are so small that when inhaled they embed themselves deep into the small airways of lungs and into the lungs alveolio (or air sacs). Once the fibers are in the lungs, the body’s defense mechanisms try to break them down and remove the fibers. Because asbestos fibers are durable and sharp, many of these fibers will not be removed which cause inflammation to the surrounding area. After time, the areas effected will develop into various kinds of asbestos-caused diseases such as Mesothelioma (cancer of the pleural lining), Lung Cancer, and Asbestosis.

Where will you most likely find asbestos? To start, it would be safe to assume that all pre-1980 construction has asbestos. Areas that you will most likely encounter friable asbestos will be in pipe insulation in mechanical rooms, crawl spaces, inside walls, overheads, and above ceilings. Condition is important. If it is in good condition, then we watch it; however, it can’t hurt anyone. If it becomes damaged or wet, then it is a concern because the fibers easily become airborne. Non-friable type products are floor tile, sheet flooring, transite panels in mechanical rooms, transite siding, underground transite piping, roofing material, caulk, adhesives and mastic. When it comes to floor tile, 80% of 9X9 floor tile will contain asbestos. The most common colors of tile were made in dark green, brown and red. This is not to say that other colors will not contain asbestos. Don’t always over look 12X12 tile. Although not as common before the 1980’s, some 12X12 tile did contain asbestos. One important thing to remember is that non-friable asbestos can be made friable by pulverizing, chipping, or sanding.

As an inspector, 95% of the time you will be aware of the fact that your project will be dealing with asbestos before it starts. If your project does deal with asbestos, read the specification of the project carefully and research the EPA and OSHA standards that concern the handling and disposal of asbestos. If you accidentally encounter asbestos during a project, contact the project engineer, contracting, and your environmental section for guidance before you disturb any asbestos containing material.                                                        

