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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the long overdue third edition of ‘Asbestos Campaign News’(ACN).

Apologies for not having kept you better informed but life has become even more hectic with both the development of the proposed new regulation and the ongoing demands of the supporting campaign. The latter, of course, was inevitable as the campaign message began to spread, and much of the increased activity relates to the significant expansion of our ‘Partner’ network, which now  includes some 300 organisations. This bodes well for the future success of subsequent phases of the Campaign 

I will again look to build on, and in some cases amend, the information delivered through the two previous editions of ACN with the aim of bringing you up to date on a range of Campaign related issues.
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Organised in conjunction with the British Occupational Hygiene Society (BOHS) the Asbestos Roadshow was the first key phase in our Campaign. With the aim of promoting a general awareness of the requirements of the proposed new duty to manage asbestos the Roadshow commenced its programme of seven regional events in London on 10 October 2001. The following offers a personal overview of a number of the key points raised by many of the 500 or so delegates that attended the Roadshow.

THOUGHTS FROM BIRMINGHAM   

4.00pm on 21 November 2001 found me at the Britannia Hotel, Birmingham in a reflective mood, zipping up the case to the HSE display panels for the final time at the end of a gruelling 7 week schedule of Asbestos Roadshow events.  The now empty room had 30 minutes earlier been occupied by over 100 hopefully inspired delegates, whose views and concerns were very much as representative as those attending the previous venues.

The Asbestos Roadshow had also promoted its ‘Duty to Manage Asbestos’ Campaign  messages at venues in London, Manchester, Southampton, Glasgow, Cardiff and Newcastle. A warm glow of satisfaction was encouraged by the overall success of the exercise. A lasting impression was of the high level of interest and enthusiasm from the delegates, with many of them signing up as ‘Partners’ keen to participate in the cascading of the HSE message to a wider audience. All this bodes well for the wider campaign and of course for the effective introduction of the proposed new Duty to Manage Asbestos, which is its primary focus.

In addition to promoting the key messages associated with the proposed new Regulation the Roadshow served as an important means of gauging reaction, including concerns, of those who would be tasked with implementing its requirements. Reflecting on the seven events there were a number of common issues being raised which suggested a need for HSE’s serious consideration and possible action.  These issues I saw as follows.

1.   Not surprisingly the proposed revisions to the Duty Holder definition encouraged the greatest level of comment. It was evident that the suggested form of words, as outlined in the presentation, was encouraging confusion and various concerns; this was very much with responsibilities as they relate to differing leasing arrangements. The proposals on this issue are still out for consultation ‘till 19 February and therefore have a potential for change. 

2.  Apparent mixed messages delivered during various elements of the overall presentation may have encouraged delegates to lose sight of the ‘presumptive inspection’ as a potentially valid option in assessing the presence of asbestos. Some may have been encouraged to automatically opt for the Type1/Type 2 survey carried out by qualified surveyors as per MDHS 100

3.  For some the format of the proposed regulation, together with supporting Approved Code of Practice and the leaflet ‘Managing Asbestos in Premises’, was encouraging the ‘need to survey’ as the starting point in the management process. From the messages given over by presenters at the Roadshow it became clearer to delegates that initial consideration needed to be given to an overall management strategy before embarking on implementation, including the adoption of a precautionary approach to building maintenance.

4.  For many the engagement of a competent surveyor may be their chosen option, and it was evident that delegates would appreciate simple guidance to aid them to make an informed judgement.

5.  My final thought was the plea from concerned delegates for an indication as to what HSE would be expecting of duty holders by the time that the proposed new duty comes into force during early 2004.

Quite a shopping list of potentially important issues and ones that will be influencing my thinking in terms of items to be covered in future issues of the Newsletter. The thought of more work stirred me from my reflections as I walked out of the hotel towards Birmingham New Street station to begin my journey back to Rose Court. Very much a case of one door closing and yet another opening.
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Staying with the Campaign theme, we are now progressing towards the start of the next key phase, a phase that will be triggered by the delivery of the much awaited Presenter’s Pack.

Nearly 300 Partners have now indicated their interest in supporting HSE in the continued cascading of its campaign messages relating to the effective introduction of the proposed duty to manage asbestos. Our commitment from the offset has been to provide Partners with a Presenter’s Pack containing material for the intended Employer’s Workshops.

The development of the Presenter’s Pack has proved more complex than was originally anticipated and therefore our initial anticipated delivery dates were soon found to be overly optimistic. Working with others in HSE the material was recently advanced to a state where it was suitable for trialing. This was carried out at a Workshop event on 23 January 2002, ably organised and delivered, in conjunction with HSE, by ACS Environmental Services Ltd of Glasgow.

The event proved extemely useful in providing suggestions on identified  areas for refinement within the material, many of which would be achieved through the repositioning of elements within the ‘Pack’. 

Arrangements are now well advanced with regard to the packaging of the ‘Pack’, all of which would suggest that the material would be available by the end of March 2002. Distribution details will be sent to HSE’s Partners once the arrangements have been finalised.  


It is evident from a number of ‘Partner’ contacts that there is a more immediate need for presentation material that effectively promotes the requirements of the new duty to manage. In an endeavour to meet individual demands I have made available the Conference Presentation Pack that had originally been deleveloped for use by HSE staff.  Response from the recipients of this Pack has encouraged me to make this more widely available.

The Pack comprises a set of PowerPoint slides together with supporting script. The aim of the material is to promote an awareness of the requirements of the proposed new duty to manage the risk from asbestos in premises, together with providing an overview of the supporting campaign. If this could be of interest to you then just drop me an e:mail.


As mentioned above, the proposed new duty is out for re-consultation ‘till 19 February 2002 with the key issue for consideration being the proposed revised form of words for the Duty Holder definition. The present timetable for the introduction of the Regulations is for them being made by October 2002.

The timing of the launch of the Regulations has inpart been determined by the need to amend  two existing Approved Codes of Practice  (ACoP) which support the Control of Asbestos at Work Regulations. These ACoP’s are L28 Work with asbestos insulation, asbestos coating and asbestos insulating board  and L27 The control of asbestos at work.

The ACoP amendments are particularly important as the means of providing guidance to support the requirements of the European Directive which form part of our regulatory proposals currently out for consultation; the amendments also promote current good industry practice.

The three month consultation for these two documents, combined in CD 181, will commence on 27 February 2002; watch out for an HSE announcement through a  Press Release and  the HSE website 


A message of clarification for those who have been  concerned by the messages given in articles appearing recently in the national press regarding the health risks associated with white asbestos.

The re-consultation exercise relating to HSE’s new duty to manage asbestos appears to have encouraged further calls for the removal of white asbestos from the scope of the proposed regulation. Articles appearing in the national press over the second part of January promote the view that chrysotile (white asbestos) does not pose a health risk, and by implication should be excluded from the scope of the new regulation.

Understandably, certain readers of the articles may be swayed by the arguments being promoted,  including those relating to financial cost of compliance. It was therefore important  that HSE responded to the issues raised. I have attached, for your information, a copy of the HSE Position Statement on the ‘Risks From White Asbestos (Chrysotile)’. 


I am pleased to report that the one man Campaign Team recently doubled in size. Owen Yorath joined the ‘a’ team in Janaury 2002 and  has already proved to be a most welcome addition. 

Owen’s arrival has coincided with the start of a project to revamp further the HSE web site. This has presented us with the opportunity of reviewing the asbestos related information currently on the site in terms of detail and position. Our intention is to brigade access to all related core asbestos information into a single page, with an additional page carrying Campaign updates. Owen is working to develop an advanced draft of the proposed page by the end of February.

Owen would welcome  your comments that could aide him in his development of the Asbestos web page.  


 

HSE POSITION STATEMENT ON THE RISKS FROM WHITE ASBESTOS (CHRYSOTILE)

The vast bulk of current scientific opinion has concluded that exposure to any of the 3 common forms of asbestos (crocidolite, amosite, and chrysotile) can give rise to asbestosis, mesothelioma and lung cancer.

The number of deaths caused by mesothelioma and asbestosis are increasing, and around 1800 (nearly 1600 mesotheliomas) were recorded in 1999.  These are both associated almost entirely with past exposure to asbestos fibres (of all types). This exposure will also have led to deaths from lung cancer, but since these cannot be individually identified case-by-case their number cannot be determined with any degree of certainty.  Observations carried out on groups with known  exposure to asbestos suggest that there is a predictable relationship between the number of mesothelioma deaths and the number of lung cancer deaths that can be ascribed to asbestos.  This relationship is different for different fibre types, and probably for different intensities of exposure.  The extrapolation from mesothelioma deaths to lung cancer deaths cannot therefore be a precise one, although HSE’s best estimate is that it is reasonable to assume one or two lung cancer deaths for each current mesothelioma death. 

As the epidemiological evidence accumulated through the 1950s and 1960s it began to suggest that the different asbestos fibre types presented different degrees of cancer risk, particularly for mesothelioma.  By the time the 1969 Asbestos Regulations were drafted it was sufficiently clear for different control limits to be proposed, with the most stringent for crocidolite.  The later Control of Asbestos at Work Regulations 1987 also set different limits. 

Whilst the evidence linking high exposures of chrysotile with cancer is compelling [Rochdale pre-1933 cohort, Quebec miners, animal studies ], there is more uncertainty about the degree of risk at much lower levels.  However, chysotile remains a category 1 carcinogen, [IARC 1977, 1979 and 1982, IPCS, EC].

Although the qualitative difference between the different fibres is very widely accepted in the scientific community, there is no real consensus on the quantification of those differences.  A recent study [Mc Donald et al (2001)] suggested that, on the basis of the quantities of different fibres found in mesothelioma case lungs, approximately 10% of all mesothelioma deaths could be attributable to exposure from white asbestos.  However such an estimate is difficult to make with any degree of scientific precision.

The first comprehensive review which attempted to quantify these relative risks was carried out by Hodgson and Darnton.  Their paper stated that whilst the risks from chrysotile were significantly less than those from amosite or crocidolite, they were not negligible. Furthermore, they acknowledged the considerable degree of uncertainty in the quantification of these risks.  This uncertainty would make any uncoupling of chysotile from asbestos legislation highly unwise.

What makes asbestos unique amongst recognised carcinogens is the amount of all forms of the mineral permanently present in the workplace, and the relative ease by which fibres can be released, for example by maintenance work on buildings.   This is particularly true in the built environment, where hundreds of thousands of tonnes of asbestos were used (mainly between 1950 and 1970) in building materials, and where many every day tasks, such as maintenance work, can lead to the liberation of asbestos fibres.  This makes it imperative that a precautionary approach is taken towards the control of exposure to all types of asbestos.

HSE guidance (such as MDHS 100) allows any assessment of the risk from asbestos in buildings to take account of the type of fibre found in the material (along with other factors such as the friability the material and the likelihood of it being damaged or disturbed). However, many building products contain a mixture of other forms of the mineral, giving them a greater overall risk than chrysotile on its own.  For this reason, it is common practice for those engaged in asbestos work such as removal contractors to assume that the asbestos found in the product is amphibole - brown or blue - asbestos and take precautions accordingly.    
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