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Health and Safety

THIS COURSE IS AIMED AT

Operatives who work in buildings where asbestos is, or may be present.

This course does NOT include training on the removal of or working with 
asbestos or ACMs. Additional specialist training is required for those 

workers engaged in Licensed and Non-Licensed Works.

Module 2
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THE COURSE IS DIVIDED INTO A NUMBER OF PARTS

Part 1 - Introduction to asbestos, why it is hazardous and whose health is at risk

Part 2 - Applicable Legislation

Part 3 - The risk to health

Part 4 - Asbestos related diseases

Part 5 - The main types of asbestos

Part 6 - Asbestos exposure

Asbestos awareness training covers the following topics:
● The properties of asbestos and its effects on health
● The types, uses and likely occurrence of asbestos and ACMs in buildings 

and plant
● The general procedures to be followed to deal with an emergency
● How to avoid the risks from asbestos.
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Asbestos is the name given to a group of naturally occurring geologically 
related silicate minerals comprised of microscopic long thin fibrous crystals.

It has remarkable properties in heat and electrical resistance. The name 
derives from the Greek term for ‘inextinguishable’ or ‘indestructible’ and it was 
named thus because the product was thought to be a miracle mineral.

There are extensive deposits throughout the world with the main producers 
being Russia, China, India, Brazil and Kazakhstan. Current production is 
around 2 million tons with about half being used by Russia and India alone.

The dangers of asbestos are well documented in the UK and EU which have 
placed a complete ban on its use. Unfortunately, it remains widely used 
globally, particularly by developing countries, and millions of people today are 
highly exposed and at serious risk from asbestos related diseases. 

In spite of the UK ban in 1999, as a result of asbestos fibres, around 4,500 
work related deaths are still happening every year and are increasing.

PART 1

WHAT IS ASBESTOS?
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ASBESTOS PROPERTIES

The main physical properties of asbestos include:

Resistant to heat

Resistant to chemicals

High electrical resistance

Good sound absorption

Flexibility

High tensile strength
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➔ Asbestos has excellent fire resistance, is a very good insulator, has 
average structural properties and can be readily woven.



➔ Asbestos was first imported in to the UK in the 1860s. By the 1900s it was 
being used in many building products, collectively referred to as Asbestos 
Containing Materials (ACMs).

➔ It was extensively used as a building material for the construction industry 
and its use peaked between the 1950s and 1980s with over 3,500 building 
products emerging in the UK.

➔ It was banned in 1999 and buildings constructed after 2000 are unlikely to 
contain asbestos. The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) estimate that at 
least half a million commercial buildings still contain asbestos.

➔ Asbestos has excellent heat resistance lending itself to fireproofing and 
insulation. Its structural properties can be readily woven and was used in 
textiles for fireproof clothing and fire blankets. In its many guises it was 
used in houses, factories, offices, schools and hospitals.
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ASBESTOS USES



There are four main properties of asbestos fibres:

1) Invisible to the unaided eye - Generally between 3-20 microns in 
length. A  micron is the shortened term for micrometre and is one millionth of 
a metre. In comparison a spec of dust that humans can see is about 25 
microns and a human hair is 100 microns in diameter.

2) Curly Fibre -  A needle-like type of asbestos fibre.

3) Wavy Fibre - A barbed type of asbestos fibre.

4) Easy airborne - One fibre can split and be the source of many smaller 
fibres. They become airborne easily and small enough to be respirable (i.e. 
able to be breathed). 

ASBESTOS FIBRES
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WHAT WAS ASBESTOS USED FOR?
Due to its relative abundance, it is a cheap material and has been used 
extensively in a variety of fire resisting and building products; including the 
following:
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● Fire cement

● Lagging

● Insulation boards

● Spray coatings

● Floor tiles/slabs

● Gaskets/old fuse boxes

● Textured coatings

● Reinforced plastics

● Mastics & sealants

● Putties
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If inhaled, these airborne fibres can become embedded in the lungs for many 
years.

They cannot be removed by the body’s defence mechanism, therefore
they may cause asbestos related diseases.

ASBESTOS HAZARDS
Asbestos is not a threat to health UNLESS an asbestos containing material 
(ACM) becomes damaged or is in poor condition.

Once damaged, fibres contained within the asbestos can be released.

These fibres are very small and easily inhaled.
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WHO IS AT RISK?
There are many occupations and trades whose workers are at risk of 
exposure to asbestos. These include:

Asbestos Awareness Training Module 2MW Fire Ltd

● Construction workers

● Carpenters / joiners

● Roofers

● Shop fitters

● Maintenance workers

● Demolition workers

● Plasterers

● Gas fitters

● Electricians

● Telecoms engineers

And wait for it :-    Fire Alarm Installers and Engineers
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Around 125 million people worldwide are exposed to asbestos in schools with 
86% of UK schools, built prior to 2000 containing asbestos. Its use is banned 
in over 60 countries.

In spite of the ban, still 5,000 people die in the UK each year from work 
related asbestos diseases and of these, 200 – 300 people die from exposure 
to asbestos in schools.

Due to the deteriorating condition of some schools, which poses greater 
hazard from asbestos being released,  18 teachers each year die from 
asbestos related diseases compared to 3 a year in the 1980s.

It goes without saying that the emphasis for working in schools is not to 
disturb the building fabric, without first testing for asbestos. 
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ASBESTOS IN SCHOOLS
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➢ The Control of Asbestos Regulations 2012 (CAR) places duties on 
employers and premises owners and occupiers to identify asbestos materials 
in premises under their control.

➢ Under CAR the vast majority of employers working with asbestos will need a 
licence. Whether or not a licence is required, your employer must carry out 
an asbestos risk assessment and record their findings before any work is 
carried out.

➢ The risk of exposure to asbestos fibres must be assessed. The duty to 
manage asbestos is contained in regulation 4. Any ACMs should be safely 
managed or removed before the commencement of any works that might 
disturb fibres and expose workers to asbestos.

➢ Employers are required to provide all employees who may encounter ACMs, 
as part of their work, with asbestos awareness training.
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APPLICABLE LEGISLATION (FOR EMPLOYERS)

PART 2
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* Employees also have a duty to co-operate with their employer and comply 
with any safe working instructions.
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➤ The Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 places duties on employers 
to provide a safe place of work; to safeguard the health, safety and welfare of 
their employees and of anybody else affected by their work.

➤ The Management of Health and Safety at work Regulations 1999 require 
assessments to be carried out to determine workplace hazards. These 
assessments should take account of the risk of exposure to asbestos.

➤ The specific legislation relating to asbestos are the Control of Asbestos 
Regulations 2012 which place various duties on the duty holder.

MW Fire Ltd

APPLICABLE LEGISLATION (IN THE WORKPLACE)
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➤ In the UK on average each week, 6 electricians, 4 plumbers, 8 joiners and 
20 other tradesmen, die from asbestos related diseases.

➤ The number of annual deaths linked to asbestos has risen significantly over 
the past 50 years and is expected to remain steady throughout the 2020s.

➤ Exposure to asbestos increases the risk for several types of cancer and is 
particularly linked to laryngeal (i.e. throat cancer) and lung cancer. Smoking 
and drinking are high risk factors but alcohol aids asbestos exposure 
probably because alcoholic beverages contain carcinogenic contaminants 
introduced during fermentation such as asbestos fibres.

➤ Only 1 in 2 over 55s are aware that alcohol increases cancer risk (World 

Cancer Research Fun), let alone that it can also contain asbestos fibres.

➤ Mesothelioma is a cancer that affects the lining of the lungs and is almost 
exclusively related to asbestos exposure and is almost always fatal  
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THE RISK TO HEALTH

PART 3
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Friable ACM is any material that contains more than one percent asbestos by 
weight or area, depending on whether it is a bulk or sheet material and can be 
crumbled, pulverised, or reduced to powder by the pressure from a human hand.

➔ The release of asbestos fibres depends on the structure of the ACM and how 
well the fibres are bonded within the product.

➔ RIsk types:

◆ Higher risk - Friable asbestos containing material which is brittle and 
crumbles easily, therefore can easily release fibres, e.g. sprayed coatings, 
thermal insulation.

◆ Lower risk - Non-friable asbestos, where fibres are firmly linked in a matrix, 
e.g. asbestos cement, bitumen, insulating board.

Asbestos Awareness Training Module 2MW Fire Ltd

HIGH AND LOW RISK CLASSIFICATIONS
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HIGHER RISK ASBESTOS PRODUCTS AND USES
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The following are higher risk asbestos products which have been used and are 
still found in premises:

● Various insulation types; Loose, Sprayed, Therma, Board

Loose fill insulation has been used for packing around cables between floors, 
usually seen in risers. It’s also in cylinder and thermal jackets fitted to older 
industrial boilers,used for heat insulation.

● Various sprayed coatings, dry, wet, trowel finish. These consist of asbestos 
mixed with cement binder.

● Various thermal Insulation containing between 6-85% asbestos; Lagging on 
pipes and for boilers.

Asbestos Insulating Board was commonly used as fireproofing material but it 
had many other uses such as: partition walls. fireproofing panels in fire doors. lift 
shaft linings.
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Trowelled
asbestos on wall

Sprayed asbestos
on a ceiling

Sprayed asbestos
used as a filler



Asbestos Insulation Board (AIB) was used extensively in the manufacture 
of building products for its fire and heat resistant properties. It is a lightly 
compressed board made from asbestos fibre and hydrated Portland cement 
or calcium silicate and can be easily damaged.

Asbestos millboard is a common type manufactured between 1896 and 
1965. Sheets were used in fire protection and for insulation around heating 
elements, air conditioning ducts, pipe runs and electrical equipment. 
Millboard contains between 37% - 97% asbestos, usually in the higher range.

Today it’s made using asbestos of longer fibres i.e. Lower risk, which 
surprisingly the manufacturer’s market as ‘clean asbestos’ because they say 
it retains all of the magical properties without the dangers.

Watch for millboard on walls and ceilings near machinery that produced heat 
like stoves or furnaces and boilers.

Asbestos Awareness Training Module 2MW Fire Ltd

HIGHER RISK ASBESTOS (AIBs)
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MILL BOARD
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Working onsite you may have come across this type of heat
insulation board. It has a shiny waxy surface. It’s tough and

releases a lot of dust when disturbed - that’s airborne asbestos! 



AIB generally contains between 15 - 25% asbestos (remember that for millboard 
it’s very much higher). The release of fibres is significant as the asbestos board 
can be broken easily and the surface subject to wear and tear regularly releasing 
fibres in to the air. It is often tolerated or sawed and drilled without people 
appreciating the potential danger and fatal implications.
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HIGHER RISK ASBESTOS (AIBs continued)
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● Partition walls

● Ceiling tiles

● Bath panels

● Boards above and below windows

● Boarding in lofts

● Firebreaks

Image: Here, the millboard at an electrical intake 
location has been punched out to get a cable through.



These are lower risk asbestos products previously used but still found in 
buildings and contain between 10% - 15% of asbestos. It doesn’t mean they are 
less dangerous if absorbed, only that the asbestos is firmly embedded and the 
fibres are more difficult to release. Fibres released by drilling and sawing can 
still, of course, cause any number asbestos related diseases (discussed next).

● Various asbestos cement products; cladding, roof slates, bath 
panels, weather boarding

● Textured coatings (3%-5% of asbestos) dangerous when sanded 
and drilled.

● Bitumen (8% of asbestos) & resins in paint (30% - 70%).

● Reinforced PVC and pre-formed moulded plastics for conduits, 
cisterns, flue pipes and cable troughs
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LOWER RISK ASBESTOS AND USES
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ASBESTOS RELATED DISEASES

➤ Asbestos is the largest cause of occupational ill health (and the biggest 
killer) in the workplace. There is no cure for asbestos related diseases.

➤ The International Agency for Research on Cancer has classified all forms 
of asbestos as being carcinogenic to humans.

➤ People with breathing problems such as asthma may be more sensitive to 
the effects of asbestos.
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Asbestos related diseases include:

1. Asbestosis

2. Lung cancer

3. Mesothelioma

PART 4
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ASBESTOSIS (FIBROSIS OF THE LUNGS)
There are many occupations and trades whose workers are at risk of exposure 
to asbestos. Asbestosis is a chronic lung disease caused by long-term exposure 
to asbestos and it’s a very serious condition and often fatal.
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● Prolonged exposure to asbestos will cause lung tissue scarring 
and shortness of breath and heart enlargement

● It is a slowly progressive disease which reduces the lung’s 
efficiency and capacity

● It has a latency/delay period of between 20-30 years from first 
exposure

On x-rays, advanced asbestosis appears as excessive whiteness in the lung 
tissue giving them a honeycomb appearance. Radiological screening is unable 
to detect early stage disease.
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LUNG CANCER

Lung cancer is by far the leading cause of cancer, making up almost 25% of all 
cancer deaths. Each year, more people die of lung cancer than of colon, breast, 
and prostate cancers combined.
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There are two ways people can be exposed to asbestos; 
inhaling it and swallowing it.
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● Lung cancer caused by exposure to asbestos is termed as 
‘Bronchial Carcinoma’

● It has a latency/delay period of between 20-30 years from first 
exposure

● Lung cancer caused by asbestos is very rare, however those with 
radiographic evidence of asbestosis have a much higher chance of 
developing lung cancer  



MESOTHELIOMA (OF THE PLEURA OR PERITOMIUM)
Mesothelioma causes cancer of the cells lining the lungs, ribs and 
abdominal organs.
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● Mesothelioma is almost always caused by exposure to asbestos

● It has a latency/delay period of between 15-45 years from first 
exposure

● Symptoms include: weight loss, painful coughing, coughing up 
blood, chest pain, shortness of breath

● The average life expectancy for mesothelioma patients once the 
disease presents, is 12-22 months.

Non-fatal asbestos related conditions include: Asbestos Warts - caused 
by sharp fibres lodging in the skin which cause benign callus growths. And 
Pleural Plaque - which are fibrous or calcified areas which can be seen on 
X-rays.
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There are several types of asbestos but there are three main types that are 
characterised by their colour and where they are to be found. They are:

● Chrysotile (White Asbestos)

● Amosite or Grunerite (Brown Asbestos)

● Crocidolite (Blue Asbestos)

Other less common types of asbestos include:

● Tremolite

● Actinolite

● Anthophyllite

White asbestos was the most commonly used type in construction and 
products. Blue and Brown asbestos are strongly linked with mesothelioma.
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 THE MAIN TYPES OF ASBESTOS

PART 5



Chrysotile, also known as white asbestos 
is the most common type of asbestos.

It was widely used in construction for 
textured coatings and asbestos cement 
sheeting.

Also used in some textiles, fire proofing, 
cement pipes and floor tiles.

This type of asbestos has curly fibres.
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 WHITE ASBESTOS



Amosite, also known as brown asbestos is 
the second most common type of asbestos.

It was used to produce many products 
including some asbestos cement, Asbestos 
Insulation Board (AIB).

This type of asbestos has needle like fibres.
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 BROWN ASBESTOS



Crocidolite, also known as blue asbestos is 
the more rarer type of asbestos.

It is stronger and more flexible that the other 
two types.

It was widely used to make insulation, 
lagging, some asbestos cement sheeting 
and fire resistant products like AIB. 

Crocidolite is made up of extremely fine 
sharp fibers that are particularly easy to 
inhale.
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 BLUE ASBESTOS



ASBESTOS EXPOSURE (AVOIDING IT)

● If asbestos is safely managed  and contained it should not present a 
hazard to health.

● For all site contracts MW Fire will be advised of the Principal Contractor’s 
asbestos register or asbestos survey for the premises.

● You must be informed of the presence of  any ACMs on site before 
commencing any work and given its location and type of asbestos and its 
condition. 

● Display warning signs (that asbestos is present).

● Remove contaminated clothing and place in a plastic bag and double bag 
it.

● Wash yourself. 
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PART 6



WHAT TO DO WHEN ASBESTOS IS EXPOSED

Emergency procedures where asbestos is unintentionally released:

● You must be informed of any procedures for avoiding ACMs and what to 
do if fibres are accidentally released.

● If you know or suspect that asbestos has been damaged or released, stop 
work immediately. It may need to be dealt with by a specialist contractor 
before any work can continue.

● Stop people entering the work area and disturbing the asbestos.

● Display warning signs (that asbestos is present) and report the problem to 
your supervisor immediately.

● Remember that asbestos is only hazardous if it is damaged. If it has been, 
then remove contaminated clothing and place in a plastic bag for disposal. 
Wash yourself.
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THE ASBESTOS REGISTER

The asbestos register should contain the following information:

➔ The location of any (or presumed) ACMs within the premises

➔ The type of asbestos contained within those ACMs

➔ The condition of the asbestos

➔ How much asbestos is present (or presumed to be present)

➔ The product/type of ACM e.g. ceiling tile

➔ Ease of access to the ACM
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𝗫 Do not disturb or damage asbestos containing materials

✔ Do ask supervisory staff if in doubt

𝗫 Do not drill in to boards around boilers or in electrical intake rooms  

𝗫 Do not drill without wearing PPE, especially a dust mask 

✔ Do stop work if you suspect the presence of asbestos. 

✔ Do ask supervisory staff if you are in any doubt

✔ Do ask for Risk Assessments and Method Statements

𝗫 Do not put others at risk with dust cloud or untidy practices 

DOs AND DON’Ts (SUMMARY)
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SUMMARY
Before you can convince others that you are competent in asbestos 
awareness you must first give yourself the confidence. This presentation 
has completed module 2 of the MW Fire asbestos awareness course, 
Module 3 is a questionnaire that will test what you have learned in modules 
1 and 2.

Good luck with the test, the pass mark is 80%. A pass will be enough for an 
MW Fire Training certificate. Please do go on and complete the additional 
modules 4 and 5 for completeness.

The next course you should look at is Silica Dust.  



Thank you for completing Module 2

Please now take the Module 3 multiple choice to reinforce your learning


