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Asbestos a nd Its  He alth H aza rds, A B r ief  History 

Asbestos  is th e  n a m e  g i v e n  t o  a  nu m b e r  o f  n aturally o c c urrin g, fi br o us  sili c at e  m i n er als  

m i n e d  f or th eir us eful pr op erti es  su c h  a s  th er m al  insulati o n,  c h e m i c al  a n d  th er m al  sta bility, a n d  

hi g h  te nsil e  str e n gt h. Asb e st o s  is c o m m o n l y  us e d  a s  a n  a c o u sti c  insulat or, a n d  in th er m al  

insulati o n,  fir e  pr o ofi n g  a n d  o t h er  b uil di n g  m a t eri als. Many pr o du cts in us e  t o d a y  still c o ntai n 

a s b e st o s.

Asb e st o s  is m a d e  up o f  m i c r o s c o pi c  b u n dl e s  o f  fi b ers that m a y  b e c o m e  air b o rn e  w h e n  

a s b e st o s-c o ntai nin g  m a t erials ar e  d a m a g e d  o r  distur b e d.  When  th e s e  fi b ers  g et int o  th e  air th e y  

m a y  b e  in h al e d  int o  th e  lun g s, w h e r e  th e y  c a n  c a us e  si g nifi c a nt h e alth pr o bl e m s.

 Infor m ati o n  a b o ut  th e  h e alth  h azards  o f  a s b e st o s  c a m e  t o  li g ht  o v e r  a  c e ntury  a g o .  In 

1 8 9 8 ,  British  fa ct ory  insp e ct ors  r e c o g niz e d  th e  a s b e st o s  e xp o sur e  w a s  a  h e alth  risk  f or  w o r k ers. 

More  than  1 0 0  y e ars  a g o ,  in  1 9 0 6 ,  a  Lond o n  p h ysi ci an  f oun d  as b e st o s  fi b ers  in  th e  lun g s  o f  a  

w o r k er  w h o  di e d  fr o m  pul m o n ary  fi br o sis — s c arrin g  in  hi s  lun g s.  And  in  1 9 1 2 ,  s ci e ntists  us e d  

a ni m al  studi e s  t o  s h o w  that  as b e st o s  in h al ati o n  c aus e s  pul m o n ary  fi br o sis.  T h e  U.S. Bureau  o f  

Lab or  Statisti cs  r ep ort e d  in 1 9 1 8  th e  “ u nusually hi g h  d e at h  rat e ”  a m o n g  as b e st o s  w o r k ers.

By th e  1 9 2 0 s,  as b e st o sis  w a s  r e c e i vi n g  in cr e a s e d  att e nti o n  fr o m  s ci e ntists.  A s eri e s  o f  

pap ers  app e ar e d  in  British  Medi c al  Journal  in  1 9 2 4  o n  a s b e st o sis —t h e  dis e a s e  n a m e d  f or  th e  

m i n eral  that  c a us e s  it.  In 1 9 3 0 ,  t w o  s ci e ntists,  Drs.  Mere w et h er  a n d  Pric e,  pu blis h e d  a  hi st ori c  

r ep ort  o n  th e  a s b e st o s  textil e  in dustry  a n d  f oun d  a  “ d e finit e  o c c upati o n al  ris k  a m o n g  a s b e st o s  



w o r k ers  as  a  c l ass. ”  Highli g hts  fr o m  th e  Mere w et h er  a n d  Le w i s  r ep ort  w e r e  r epu blis h e d  in  t w o  

pr o m i n e nt  m e d i c al  j ournals,  th e  Journal  o f  th e  Am eri c a n  Medi c al  Ass o ci ati o n  (JAMA) a n d  

Lan c et, in cludin g  th e  ast ou n di n g  fin din g  that “ 8 0 %  o f  as b e st o s  w o r k ers  e m pl o y e d  f or  2 0  y e ars o r  

m o r e  d e v e l o p  as b e st o sis. ”

In th e  1 9 3 0 s,  s ci e ntists  b e g a n  t o  c o n n e ct  as b e st o s  a n d  c a n c er.  Nu m er o us  w e l l-k n o w n  

m e d i c al  j ournals  pu blis h e d  s ci e ntifi c  studi e s  that lin k e d  as b e st o s  e x p o sur e  t o  c a n c er. In 1 9 3 5 ,  th e  

Am eri c a n  Journal  o f  Can c er  pu blis h e d  "Pul m o n ary  Asb e st o sis:  Carcin o m a  o f  th e  Lun g  in  

Asb e st o-Silic o sis."  Foll o w i n g  th e  pu bli c ati o n  o f  s e v e ral  arti cl e s  b et w e e n  1 9 3 3  a n d  1 9 3 6  

c o n n e ctin g  a s b e st o s  e x p o sur e  w it h  c a n c er,  Ger m a n  p hysi ci a ns  id e ntifi e d  lun g  c a n c er  a s  a n  

o c c up ati o n al  dis e a s e  o f  a s b e st o s  w o r k ers  in  1 9 3 8 .  And  b y  1 9 4 5 — m o r e  than  6 0  y e ars  a g o — it 

w a s  a c c e pt e d  b y  th e  m e d i c al  a n d  s ci e ntifi c  c o m m u niti e s  “ i n  all  c o u ntri e s ”  that  a s b e st o s  is  a  

c ar ci n o g e n.  In  1 9 5 5 ,  s ci e ntists  c o nfir m e d  w h at  th e y  h a d  l o n g  susp e ct e d;  th er e  w a s  a n  

un m i sta k a bl e  c o n n e cti o n  b et w e e n  a s b e st o s  e xp o sur e  a n d  in g e sti o n  o f  a s b e st o s  fi b ers  a n d  th e  

d e v e l o p m e nt  o f  c e rtain  f or m s  o f  lun g  c a n c er  ( w h at  lat er  c a m e  t o  b e  k n o w n  as  m e s ot h eli o m a). 

T h e  lin k  b et w e e n  m e s ot h eli o m a  a n d  as b e st o s  w a s  r ep ort e d  in 1 9 6 0 .  

Finally,  in  1 9 6 4 ,  at  a  c o nf er e n c e  in  Ne w  York  City, Dr. Irvin g  Selik off  pr e s e nt e d  a  n o w  

fa m o u s  study o f  insulat ors. T h at study b r o u g ht th e  s ci e ntifi c  inf or m ati o n  a b o ut th e  h e alth h azards  

o f  as b e st o s  int o  th e  s ci e ntifi c  c o m m u nity  a n d  p o pul ar  pr es s.  By that  d at e,  h o w e v er,  th er e  w e r e  

alr e a d y  o v e r  7 0 0  arti cl e s  in th e  m e d i c al  a n d  s ci e ntifi c  lit eratur e  o n  th e  h e alth eff e cts o f  a s b e st o s. 

Despit e  th e  g r o w i n g  e v i d e n c e  o f  h e alth  ris ks  o f  as b e st o s  e x p o sur e,  m a n ufa ctur ers  a n d  

c o m p a ni e s  c o ntinu e d  its  us e  in  m a n y  o f  th eir  pr oj e cts.  In m a n y  c a s e s,  th e s e  m a n ufa ctur ers  w e r e  

a w ar e  o f  th e  p ot e ntial  h e alth  risks  o f  as b e st o s  e x p o sur e  b ut  c h o s e  t o  i g n or e  th e m .  T h e s e  sa m e  

c o m p a ni e s  als o  i g n or e d  th e  a v ail a bility  o f  saf er  alt ernati v e  m a t erials  li k e  fi b er gl ass  that  w e r e  

b e i n g  d e v e l o p e d  at  th e  ti m e  Unfortunat ely,  th e  v i cti m s  w e r e,  f or  th e  m o st  part, m e n  o f  w o r ki n g  

fa m ili e s  w h o  h a d  n o  k n o w l e d g e  o f  th e  p ot e ntial h e alth ris ks  o f  a s b e st o s  e x p o sur e.

World-w i d e  as b e st o s  m i ni n g  a n d  pr o du cti o n  g r e w  rapi dly  in  th e  1 9 6 0 s  a n d  1 9 7 0 s  until  it 

r e a c h e d  a  p e a k  o f  4 5, 0 0 0, 0 0 0  t o ns  ar ou n d  1 9 8 0 .   In  th e  1 9 7 0 ’ s  h e alth  c o n c er ns  r e g ar din g  

a s b e st o s  l e d  t o  th e  b a n  o f  s o m e  o f  its us e s  a n d  s o m e  v o luntary p h as e  o uts. Minin g  a n d  m i llin g  o f  

th e  ra w  m a t erial  a n d  pr o du cti o n  o f  as b e st o s  h a s  d e c lin e d  sin c e  th e  e arly  1 9 7 0 s,  b ut  a s b e st o s  is  

still  us e d  in  s o m e  c o n stru cti o n  m at eri als.  Furth er m o r e,  s o m e  as b e st o s-c o ntainin g  pr o du cts,  su c h  

a s  a m p hi b o l e-c o nta m i n at e d  v er m i c ulit e  insulati o n,  r e m ai n  in  m a n y  h o m e s  in  th e  Unite d  States.  



T h e s e  a s b e st o s  fi b ers  ar e  r el e a s e d  int o  th e  air  a n d  dust  w h e n  as b e st o s-c o ntainin g  m a t erials  ar e  

l o o s e,  cru m b li n g,  o r  di stur b e d.  T o d ay,  m o st  o f  th e  a s b e st o s  us e d  in  th e  U.S. is  i m p o rt e d.  World-

w i d e  as b e st o s  m i ni n g  a n d  pr o du cti o n  in  2 0 0 0  w a s  m o r e  than  2 0 , 0 0 0, 0 0 0  t o ns — hi g h er  than  it 

w a s  in 1 9 6 0 .

Asb e st o s-c o ntainin g  pr o du cts ar e  us e d  f or  th er m al  insulati o n. Most insulati o n  m a t eri als 

b e f or e  th e  m i d-1 9 7 0 s  di d  c o ntai n s o m e  d e gr e e  o f  a s b e st o s. Countl e ss  pr o du cts h a v e ,  at o n e  ti m e  

o r  a n ot h er, c o ntain e d  as b e st o s,  in clu din g  (but n ot li m it e d  t o): th er m al  s e als, insulatin g  c e m e nt, 

a s b e st o s  c l ot h, as b e st o s  c e m e nt pip e,  pip e-c o v e rin g,  r efra ct ory a n d  b o il er  insulati o n  m a t erials, 

pa c ki n g  m a t erials, fir epr o ofi n g  spray, transit e  b o ar d, g a s k ets, insulatin g  b l o c k,  j oi nt c o m p o u n d, 

du ct insulati o n  f or h e atin g, v i n yl fl o o r  til e,  c e ilin g  til e,  a d h e si v e s,  m a sti c s, c o atin g s, r o o fin g  

pr o du cts, a c o u sti c al textur e s, insulat e d  e l e ctri c al  w i r e  a n d  pan el s, v e ntilati o n  a n d  air c o n diti o ni n g  

(HVAC) syst e m s,  a n d  b r a k e  a n d  clut c h  ass e m b li e s.

 T h e  Unite d  States  Oc cupati o n al  Safety  a n d  Health  Ad mi nistrati o n  (OSHA) h a s  stat e d  

that n o  o t h er  t oxi c  su b stan c e  h a s  m o r e  cl e arly d e m o n strat e d  d el et eri o us  h e alth  eff e cts  o n  hu m a n s  

than  as b e st o s  h a s.  Fr o m  th e  y e ars  1 9 4 0  t o  1 9 7 0 ,  appr o xi m at el y  2 7 . 5  m i lli o n  indi vi duals  h a d  

p ot e ntial  w o r k-r el at e d  a s b e st o s  e xp o sur e.  By o n e  e sti m at e,  1 . 2  b illi o n  s qu ar e  f e et  o f  as b e st o s-

c o ntainin g  insulati o n  is  h o u s e d  in  1 9 0 , 0 0 0  b uil di n g s  in  th e  Unite d  States.  It h a s  b e e n  e sti m at e d  

that o nl y  th e  nu m b e r  o f  w o r k ers  e x p o s e d  as  a  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  as b e st o s  b r a k e  a n d  c lutc h  w o r k  is 

appr o xi m at ely  900,000. In 1989, EPA issued a rule banning most asbestos-containing products.  

In 1991, however, this regulation was overturned by the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals. EPA was 

unable to persuade the Justice Department to appeal the ruling. Nothing has been banned since 

1991  under  the  Toxic  Substances  Control  Act,  and  asbestos  products  continue  to  be 

manufactured and imported for use here. 

Whil e  m o r e  than  3 0  c o u ntri es  h a v e  b a n n e d  th e  us e  o f  as b e st o s,  th e  U.S. g o v e r n m e nt  h a s  

n ot.   Ho w e v er,  f our  y e ars  aft er  th e  intr o du cti o n  o f  th e  o ri gi nal  b ill,  th e  U.S. Senat e  finally  a n d  

una ni m o u sly  pass e d  a  b ill  t o  b a n  as b e st o s,  in  2 0 0 7 .  T h e  b ill  h a d  fa c e d  o p p o siti o n  fr o m  th e  st o n e  

a n d  m i n er al  in dustri e s  w h i c h  h a d  c o n c e rn s  a b o ut  l o w  l e v e l s  (under  1%)  of  asbestos 

contamination of some of their materials. In order to overcome their opposition, compromises 

were  made,  the  most  significant  of  which  involved  the  issue  of  contaminant  asbestos.  The 

revised U.S. bill restricted the national prohibitions to materials with more than 1% asbestos. The 

figure of 1%, which has no health basis, was adopted by the EPA in 1973 because of analytical 



limitations which existed at that time. Materials with well under 1% bulk content of asbestos can 

give rise to high levels of airborne asbestos when used or disturbed.

Since 2006,  major  initiatives  on asbestos  have been undertaken by the World Health 

Organization  (WHO),  the  International  Labor  Organization  (ILO),  and the World Bank.  The 

World Health Organization has concluded that “the most efficient way to eliminate asbestos-

related diseases is to stop the use of all types of asbestos.” The WHO is now working with the 

ILO to help countries around the world to develop national and international plans to eliminate 

asbestos  use  and  minimize  the  hazards  from in-place  asbestos  materials.  The  World  Trade 

Organization has given its blessing to national asbestos bans.

Although manufacturers have removed the asbestos from many new products, asbestos 

may still be found at mines. Moreover, asbestos-containing building materials such as reinforced 

cements, could present a hazard during maintenance, construction, remodeling, rehabilitation, or 

demolition projects. Asbestos in manufactured products, such as electrical insulation, joint and 

packing compounds, automotive clutch and brake linings, and fireproof protective clothing and 

welding blankets, could present a hazard during activities that may cause a release of fibers.

Exposed Populations

• T o d ay, th e  p o pulati o n s  m o st  h e a v ily  e xp o s e d  t o  as b e st o s  ar e  th o s e  in  c o n stru cti o n  trad e s.  

Mecha ni c s  ar e  als o  a m o n g  th e  e x p o s e d  p o pulati o n.

• In th e  past,  pip e  fitters,  s hipyard  w o r k ers,  m i litary  w o r k ers,  aut o m o b il e  m e c h a ni c s,  a n d  

p e o pl e  in m a n y  o t h er  o c c upati o n s  w e r e  als o  e xp o s e d.  

• T h e  h o u s e h o l d  c o nta cts o f  a s b e st o s  w o r k ers  w e r e  (and  c o ul d  b e) e x p o s e d  t o  a s b e st o s  dust  

o n  w o r k ers’ s ki n  a n d  c l ot hin g.  

• Pe opl e  in  h o m e s  a n d  b uil din g s  w it h  l o o s e,  cru m b li n g,  o r  di stur b e d  as b e st o s  m a t erials 

c o ul d  b e  e xp o s e d  t o  as b e st o s. 

Asbestos Exposure and Malignant Mesothelioma

Malign a nt  m e s ot h e li o m a  is  a n  un c o m m o n  f or m  o f  c a n c er,  a n d  th e  m o st  s eri ous  o f  all  

a s b e st o s  r el at e d  dis e a s e s.  Maligna nt m e s ot h eli o m a  is c a us e d  al m o st e x clusi v el y  b y  th e  in h alati o n  

o f  air b or n e  a s b e st o s  parti cl e s.  It is  a  “ si g n atur e  di s e a s e ”  o f  a s b e st o s  e x p o sur e  b e c a us e  in  th e  



a b s e n c e  o f  as b e st o s  e x p o sur e,  m e s ot h e li o m a  is al m o st n o n e xist e nt.  Malign a nt m e s ot h e li o m a  c a n  

d e v e l o p  up  t o  4 0  y e ars  aft er  th e  initial  as b e st o s  e x p o sur e.  T h e  in ci d e n c e  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a  ris e s  

w it h  th e  int e nsity a n d  durati o n  o f  as b e st o s  e x p o sur e.  Cas e s  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a  a m o n g  p e o pl e  w it h  

v e ry  littl e  a s b e st o s  e x p o sur e  h a v e  b e e n  d o c u m e nt e d.  Many  o f  th o s e  w h o  ar e  b e i n g  di a g n o s e d  

w it h  m e s ot h eli o m a  t o d a y  un k n o w i n gl y  e x p eri e n c e d  a s b e st o s  e xp o sur e  m a n y  y e ars a g o .  

T h e  sy m pt o m s  a ss o c i at e d  w it h  th e  di s e a s e  m a k e  it  diffi cult  f or  d o ct ors  t o  di a g n o s e.  

Often,  b y  th e  ti m e  that  a  pr o p er  di a g n o sis  is  m a d e ,  th e  di s e a s e  h a s  pr o gr e ss e d  t o  a  p oi nt  w h e r e  

pati e nts  d o  n ot  r e sp o n d  w e ll  t o  tr eat m e nt  th erapy.  Anoth er  uni qu e  fa ct or  a ss o c i at e d  w it h  th e  

di s e a s e  is  that  th er e  c a n  b e  a  l o n g  lat e n c y  p eri o d,  t w e nty  t o  f orty  y e ars,  b et w e e n  th e  ti m e  a n  

in di vi dual  is  e x p o s e d  t o  a s b e st o s  a n d  th e  a ctual  m a n if e stati o n  o f  th e  di s e a s e  in  th e  f or m  o f  

m a li g n a nt m e s ot h e li o m a .  Dep e n di n g  o n  th e  ki n d  o f  tissu e  a n d  o r g a n  in v o l v e d  in th e  c a n c er, th er e  

ar e  s e v er al  f or m s  o f  this dis e a s e.  

P l e u r a l  M e s o t h e l i o m a  

Malign a nt pl eural  m e s ot h eli o m a  o ft e n  o ri gi nat e s  w it hi n  th e  c h e st c a v ity a n d  m a y  in v o l v e  

th e  lun g.  T his  parti cular f or m  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a  c a n  m e t a stasiz e  t o  nu m e r o u s  o r g a ns  in th e  b o d y  –  

e v e n  th e  b r ai n.

T h e  sur vi v al  rat e  f or  pati e nts  di a g n o s e d  w it h  pl eural  m e s ot h eli o m a  is  n ot  n or m a lly  hi g h.  

Pati ents  typi c ally  d o  n ot  li v e  b e y o n d  e i g ht e e n  m o nt hs  fr o m  th e  o n s et  o f  sy m pt o m s.  Only 8 %  o f  

th o s e  di a g n o s e d  w it h  m e s ot h eli o m a  w i ll  li v e  thr e e  t o  fi v e  y e ars fr o m  th e  o n s et o f  sy m pt o m s.

P e r i t o n e a l  M e s o t h e l i o m a  

Perit o n e al  m e s ot h eli o m a  o ri gi n at e s  in th e  a b d o m e n  a n d  w i ll  fr e q u e ntly spr e a d  t o  o t h er  

o r g a n s  in th e  ar e a  in cludin g  li v er, spl e e n  o r  b o w e l.  T h e  sur vi v al  rat e  is e v e n  w o r s e  f or  th o s e  

di a g n o s e d  w it h  p erit o n e al  m e s ot h e li o m a,  w it h  pati e nts typi c ally sur vi vi n g  a b o ut a  y e ar fr o m  ti m e  

that th e y  first start e d  e x p eri e n ci n g  th e  sy m pt o m s  o f  th e  di s e a s e.

P e r i c a r d i a l  M e s o t h e l i o m a  

Peri c ardi al  m e s ot h eli o m a  is  th e  l e ast  c o m m o n  f or m  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a.  As  th e  n a m e  

su g g e sts p eri c ardi al m e s ot h e li o m a  in v o l v e s  th e  h e art. T his  rar e  typ e  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a  in v a d e s  th e  

p eri c ar diu m ,  th e  sa c  that  surr oun d s  th e  h e art.  As th e  c a n c er  pr o gr e ss e s,  th e  h e art  is  n ot  a bl e  t o  



d eli v er  o x y g e n  as  effi ci e ntly t o  th e  b o d y  c a usi n g  furth er d e cli n e  in h e alth at a n  in cr e a sin gl y rapi d  

rat e. 

B e n i g n  M e s o t h e l i o m a  

Cysti c  m e s ot h eli o m a  pri m arily aff e cts w o m e n  o f  y o u n g er  a g e  a n d  aff e cts  th e  p erit o n e u m .  

T his  typ e  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a  is  n ot  fr e q u e ntly  di a g n o s e d  a n d  is  als o  n ot  a  m a li g n a nt  f or m  o f  th e  

di s e a s e.  It is,  h o w e v er,  e xtr e m e l y  diffi cult t o  id e ntify  a n d  r e q uir e s  sp e ci aliz e d  m i c r o s c o p e s  a n d  

i m m u n o l o g i c  te c h ni q u e s  t o  ai d  in di a g n o sis.

M e s o t h e l i o m a  i n  Un c o m m o n  S i t e s

A f or m  o f  c ar di a c  c a n c er  that is rar ely s e e n  in v o l v e s  th e  p eri c ar diu m .  Tu m o r s  ass o ci at e d  

w it h  this typ e  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a  ar e  n ot e a sily d et e cta bl e  a n d  pati e nts pr e s e nt e d  w it h  this 

di a g n o si s  te n d  t o  h a v e  a  v er y l o w  sur vi v al  rat e. T h er e  h a v e  als o  b e e n  r ep orts o f  m e s ot h e li o m a  

in v o l vi n g  o v ari e s  in w o m e n  a n d  th e  s cr otu m  in m e n .  Tr e at m e nt f or all o f  th e s e  rar e  f or m s  o f  

m e s ot h eli o m a  w i ll  v ary d e p e n di n g  o n  w h at sta g e  a  pati e nt h a s  pr o gr e s s e d  t o, b ut in m o st  all 

c a s e s  th e  pr oj e ct e d  o ut c o m e  is n ot fa v o ra bl e. 

Other Mesothelioma Risk Factors

Asbestos exposure is the primary risk factor for mesothelioma. However, there are a few 

secondary factors that might increase the risk of mesothelioma. They include exposure to 

radiation, zeolite, simian virus 40 (SV40), and tobacco. 

(A) Radiation .  T h oriu m  di o xi d e  (Th or otrast),  a  su b stan c e  us e d  in  x-ray  tests  in  th e  

past  h a s  r ep ort e d  lin k s  t o  pleural  mesothelioma a n d  p erit o n e al  m e s ot h eli o m a.  T h e  us e  o f  

T h or otrast h a s  b e e n  dis c o ntinu e d  f or  m a n y  y e ars  du e  t o  this di s c o v e ry.

(B) Ze olite . So m e  m e s ot h e li o m a  c a s e s  in  th e  Anat oli  r e gi o n  w it hi n  Turk e y  h a v e  b e e n  

lin k e d  t o  Zeolit e,  a  sili c a  b a s e d  m i n er al  w it h  c h e m i c al  pr op erti e s  si m il ar  t o  a s b e st o s  

f ou n d  in th e  s o il  th er e.

(C) Simian  Viru s  40. So m e  s ci e ntists  h a v e  f oun d  th e  si m i a n  v irus  4 0  in  m e s ot h eli o m a  

c e lls  fr o m  h u m a n s  a n d  h a v e  b e e n  a bl e  t o  cr e at e  m e s ot h eli o m a  in  a ni m al s  w it h  th e  v irus. 

T h e  r el ati o n s hip b et w e e n  this v irus a n d  m e s ot h eli o m a  is still un cl e ar.
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(D) To b a c c o. Sm o ki n g  al o n e  is  n ot  lin k e d  t o  m e s ot h eli o m a,  b ut  s m o k e rs  w h o  ar e  

e x p o s e d  t o  as b e st o s  h a v e  a  m u c h  hi g h er  c h a n c e  o f  d e v e l o pi n g  lun g  c a n c er  (as  m u c h  as  

fifty t o  ni n ety  p er c e nt hi g h er). Res e ar c h  indi c at e s  that lun g  c a n c er  is  th e  l e a di n g  c aus e  o f  

d e ath  a m o n g  as b e st o s  w o r k ers.

Stages of Mesothelioma

Staging  is  the  process  of  finding  out  how  far  the  cancer  has  spread.  Staging  of 

mesothelioma  is  based  on  imaging  studies  such  as  x-rays,  CT scans,  and  MRI  scans.  The 

treatment and outlook for patients with mesothelioma largely depends on the stage (extent of 

spread) of their cancer. Since pleural mesothelioma occurs most frequently and has been studied the 

most, it is the only mesothelioma for which a staging classification exists.

The staging system most often used for mesothelioma is the Butchart system. This system 

is based mainly on the extent of the primary tumor mass, and divides mesotheliomas into stages I 

through IV.

Stage I: Mesothelioma is present within the right or left pleura, and may also 

involve the lung, pericardium, or diaphragm (the muscle separating the chest from 

the abdomen) on the same side. 

Stage II: Mesothelioma invades the chest wall or involves the esophagus (food 

passage connecting the throat to the stomach), heart, or pleura on both sides. The 

lymph nodes in the chest may also be involved. 

Stage  III: Mesothelioma  has  penetrated  through  the  diaphragm  into  the 

peritoneum (lining of the abdominal cavity). Lymph nodes beyond those in the 

chest may also be involved. 

Stage  IV: There  is  evidence  of  distant  metastases  (spread  through  the 

bloodstream to other organs). 

Statistics

Acc or di n g  t o  th e  World Health Organizati o n,  appr o xi m at el y 1 2 5  m i lli o n  w o r k ers  

w o rl d w i d e  ar e  e xp o s e d  t o  as b e st o s  o n  th e  j o b,  w h i c h  r esults in at l e ast 9 0, 0 0 0  d e ath s  e v e ry  y e ar. 

Rec e nt r ep orts s h o w  that a n  e sti m at e d  2 , 5 0 0  t o  3 , 0 0 0  n e w  c a s e s  p er y e ar o f  m e s ot h e li o m a  ar e  

di a g n o s e d  in th e  Unite d  States  e a c h  y e ar. Alth o u g h  m e s ot hli o m a  is r el ati v el y un c o m m o n,  
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pr oj e cti o n s  s h o w  that its in ci d e n c e  is e x p e ct e d  t o  ris e  o v e r  th e  n e xt d e c a d e.  Bel o w  is a  list o f  

industries with the largest number of employee deaths due to mesothelioma, al o n g  w it h  th e  

p er c e nta g e  o f  th e  t otal nu m b e r  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a  d e aths  in 1 9 9 9 ,  a c c o r di n g  t o  th e  Nati o n al Cent er 

f or Health Statisti cs:

• Construction – 14.2 

• Non-paid workers, workers at home – 7.0 

• Elementary and secondary school teachers – 3.7 

• Industrial and miscellaneous chemicals – 3.5 

• General government work – 2.4 

• Agriculture – 1.9 

• Nonspecific manufacturing 1.9 

• Electric light and power – 1.9 

• Railroads – 1.7 

• Hospitals – 1.7 

• Unreported industries – 4.3 

• All other industries combined – 56

The high percentage (56%) of mesothelioma deaths among those who worked in “all 

other industries combined” shows that while there are very high-risk industries, such as 

construction, the majority of people who die from mesothelioma either work in smaller industries 

or industries not traditionally associated with asbestos exposure. School teachers, hospital 

workers and even homemakers are among this group exposed people. 

T h e  first  di a g n o si s  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a  o n  a v era g e  o c c urs  b et w e e n  5 0 - 7 0  y e ars  o f  a g e.  

Mes othli o m a  aff e cts  m e n  m o r e  o ft e n  than  w o m e n  m o stly  du e s  t o  in cr e a s e d  o c c upati o n al  

e x p o sur e. T h e  dis e a s e  is als o  l e ss  c o m m o n  in Afri ca n  Am eri c a ns  than it is in w h it e  Am eri c a ns. 

As m e s ot h eli o m a  is a  dis e a s e  that is diffi cult t o  d et e ct in its e arly sta g e s,  o ft e n  th e  di s e a s e  

is a d v a n c e d  at its first di a g n o si s. Acc or di n gly, th e  a v er a g e  sur vi v al  p eri o d  usin g  c urr e nt tre a m e nt 

pr ot o c o l s  is  a  littl e  o v e r  o n e  y e ar.  When  f ortunat e  e n o u g h  t o  find  th e  c a n c er  e arly  a n d  tr eat  it  



a g gr e s si v e ly,  c h a n c e s  in cr e a s e  si g nifi c a ntly  o f  r e a c hi n g  th e  t w o  y e ar  sur vi v al  p oi nt. 

Appr o xi m at el y  2 0 %  o r  pati e nts  di a g n o s e d  w it h  m e s ot h eli o m a  ar e  a bl e  t o  a c hi e v e  a  fi v e  y e ar  

sur vi v al  rat e.

T h e  Cent ers  f or  Dise a s e  Contr ol  a n d  Pre v e nti o n  (CDC) h a s  a n n o u n c e d  that  as b e st o s  

d e aths  in  th e  Unite d  States  h a v e  s k yr o c k et e d  sin c e  th e  lat e  1 9 6 0 s  a n d  w i ll  pr o b a bl y  k e e p  

in cr e a sin g  thr ou g h  th e  n e xt d e c a d e  b e c a us e  o f  th e  past e x p o sur e  t o  as b e st o s.  Acc or di n g  t o  CDC, 

1 , 4 9 3  p e o pl e  di e d  fr o m  as b e st o s  in 2 0 0 0,  c o m p ar e d  w it h  7 7  in 1 9 6 8 . 1 

In th e  e arly 1 9 7 0's  th e  p er m i ssi bl e  e xp o sur e  l e v e l  o f  as b e st o s  s et  b y  th e  Occupati o n al  

Safety  a n d  Health  Ad mi nistrati o n  (OSHA) w a s  1 2  as b e st o s  fi b ers  p er  c u bi c  c e nti m et er  o f  air. 

T h er e aft er, OSHA r e du c e d  th e  p er m i ssi bl e  e x p o sur e  l e v e l  t o  1 0  fi b ers p er c u bi c  c e nti m et er  o f  air,  

a n d  th e n  t o  5  fi b ers  p er c u bi c  c e nti m et er  o f  air. In 1 9 7 6 ,  OSHA r e du c e d  th e  p er m i ssi bl e  e x p o sur e  

l e v el  t o  2  fi b ers  p er  c u bi c  c e nti m et er.  Curre ntly,  OSHA li m its  th e  c o nt e nt  o f  as b e st o s  in  j oi nt  

c o m p o u n d  t o  a  m a xi m u m  o f  0 . 1  fi b ers  p er  c u bi c  c e nti m et er  o f  air.  T h e  c urr e nt  stan d ar d  is  1 2 0  

ti m e s  l o w e r  tha n w h e n  OSHA first e sta blis h e d  p er m i ssi bl e  e x p o sur e  stan d ar ds.

Prognostic Factors

Becaus e  pl eural  m e s ot h e li o m a  h a s  b e e n  b ett er  studi e d  than  peritoneal mesothelioma, th er e  is 

a  l ot m o r e  k n o w n  a b o ut fa ct ors  ass o c i at e d  w it h  pr o g n o si s  f or  pl eural m e s ot h eli o m a.  Youn g er  a g e  

at  di a g n o si s,  p erf or m a n c e  status  (fun cti o n al  status) a n d  a b s e n c e  o f  w e i g ht  l o s s  ar e  a ss o ci at e d  

w it h  a  m o r e  fa v or a bl e  pr o g n o si s.

Differ e nt m e s ot h eli o m a  typ e s  usually  o ri gi n at e  in  thr e e  diff er e nt  c e ll  typ e s:  ( 1) e pith elial  

c e ll  typ e  -  h a s  th e  m o st  fa v o ra bl e  pr o g n o sis;  (2) fi br o s ar c o m at o u s  c e ll  typ e  -  c arri e s  th e  w o r st  

pr o g n o sis  a n d  (3) m i x e d  c e ll  typ e  - h a s  a n  int er m e di at e  pr o g n o si s.

Asbestosis

Asb e st o sis  is  a  n o n-c a n c er o u s  lun g  c o n diti o n  that  is  m a r k e d  b y  c hr o ni c  irritati o n  a n d  

infla m m ati o n  o f  th e  lun g s.  It is  c a us e d  b y  a s b e st o s  e x p o sur e  a n d  in h alin g  fi b ers.  Asb e st o sis  

o c c urs  aft er  l o n g-ter m ,  h e a v y  e xp o sur e  t o  as b e st o s,  e . g.  in  m i ni n g,  a n d  is  th er ef or e  r e g ard e d  as  

1

1

 T h e  CDC r ea c h e d  its fin din g s  b y  r e v i e w i n g  th e  d e ath  c ertifi c at es  o f  n e arly 1 2 5 , 0 0 0  p e o pl e  w h o  h a d  lun g  
c o n diti o n s  lin k e d  t o  in h alin g  dust o r  fi b ers  fr o m  m i n er als  su c h  a s  c o a l  o r  a s b e st o s.
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a n  o c c up ati o n al  lun g  dis e a s e . T h o s e  suff erin g  fr o m  as b e st o sis  ar e  at  a n  in cr e a s e d  risk  r e g ardi n g  

s e v e r al diff er e nt typ e s  o f  lun g  c a n c er, in cludi n g  m e s ot h eli o m a.

 Upon  e x p o sur e  t o  a s b e st o s  a n d  in h alin g  it,  th e  b o d y  r e a cts  t o  th e  n e e dl e-lik e  fi b ers  b y  

tryin g  t o  rid  th e  lun g s  o f  th e m .  T his  o ft e n  a d d s  t o  th e  infla m m ati o n  a n d  e xtr e m e  irritati o n  o f  th e  

lun g s.  Ov er ti m e,  fi br o sis  (a thi c k e ni n g  a n d  s c arrin g) d e v e l o p s  a n d  eff e cti v el y  r e du c e s  th e  a bility 

o f  th e  lun g s  t o  fun cti o n  pr op erly.

Companies That Manufacture Asbestos Products

Many o f  th e  as b e st o s  c o m p a ni e s  ar e  m u lti-b illi o n  d o ll ar, m u ltinati o n al  c o rp or ati o n s  w it h  

e n o r m o u s  ass ets a n d  lar g e  a m o u nts o f  insuran c e  t o  pay a s b e st o s  c l ai m s.  T h e  f oll o w i n g  is a  list o f  

s o m e  o f  th e  m a j o r  c o m p a ni e s  w h i c h  m a n ufa ctur e d  o r  s o l d  as b e st o s  pr o du cts; 

  
• • AC&S 
• • A.P. Gre e n  
• • Am eri c a n  Olea n 
• • Ar m str o n g  World Industri e s  
• • Bab c o c k  a n d  Wilc o x  

• Bird Inc. 
• • Bendix (Brak e s)
• • Clea v er  Bro o k s  
• • Co m b u sti o n  Engin e erin g  
• • Chrysl er (Brak e s) 
• • DAL-Til e  Internati o n al  
• • Fib er b o ar d  
• • Fl exitalli c  
• • Ford (Brak e s)
• • Fost er Whe el er  
• • T h e  Flintk ot e  Co. 
• • GAF Corp. 
• • Goulds Pu mps 

• Garl o c k  
• Gen eral Ele ctri c  
• Gen eral Motors (Brak e s) 
• Gen eral Refra ct ori e s  
• Ge or gi a Pacifi c  
• Harbis o n  Walk er 
• J.H. Fran c e  
• Johns Manvill e  
• Kaiser Gypsu m  
• Nati o n al  Gypsu m  
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• Nic ol et 
• Ow e n s  Cornin g  Fib er gl as  
• Ow e n s  Illin ois  
• Pitts bur g h  Cornin g  
• Philip Carey 
• Reyn ol ds  Metals Co m p a ny  
• Rapid Am eri c a n  (Philip Carey Mft. Co.) 
• Unir oy al 
• Westin g h o u s e  
• WR Grac e  (Zon olit e) 
• U.S. Gypsu m  
• Rutlan d  Fir e  &  Clay
• Rob ert A. Keas b e y  Co

Asbestos-Containing Materials and Products

Ov er  3 , 0 0 0  diff er e nt  typ e s  o f  pr o du cts  c o ntainin g  as b e st o s  h a v e  b e e n  m a n ufa ctur e d  b y  

h un dr e d s  o f  diff er e nt  as b e st o s  c o m p a ni e s.  EPA Regi o n  6  Pro vi d e s  a  list  o f  4 6  m at eri als  w h i c h  

m a y  c o ntai n as b e st o s:  

• • Pipe c o v e ri n g  
• • Blo c k  
• • Insulatin g  c e m e nt 
• • Joint c o m p o u n d  
• • Ceilin g  til e  
• • Fl o or  til e  
• • Brak e s  
• • Clutc h e s  
• • Cloth 
• • Fir epr o of  c l ot h e s
• • Kent c i g ar ett e  filters ( 1 9 5 2 - 1 9 5 6) 
• • Grindin g  w h e e l s  
• • Refra ct ory m a t erials 

• • Paint 
• • Ele ctri c al w i r e  
• • Ele ctri c  m o t o rs  
• • Ce m e nt pip e  
• • Ce m e nt b o ar d
• • apr o n s  
• • g l o v e s  
• • m itts 
• • fl exi bl e  du ct c o n n e ct ors  



• • spray fir epr o ofi n g  
• • pa c ki n g  
• • g a s k et 
• • r efra ct ory c e m e nts  
• • insulatin g  c e m e nts 
• • b o il er  insulati o n  
• • pip e  insulati o n  
• • Boil ers 

Asbestos Manufacturers’ Knowledge of Its Dangers

Asb e st o s  m a n ufa ctur es  h a v e  b e e n  a w ar e  o f  d a n g ers  o f  a s b e st o s  e x p o sur e  f or  m a n y  

d e c a d e s,  b ut th e y  c h o s e  t o  c o n c e al  a ny  su c h  inf or m ati o n  s o  that it w o u l d  n ot c aus e  c o n c er n  in th e  

w o r k ers  a n d  c o n su m e r s.  For  instan c e,  in  th e  e arly  1 9 8 0 s,  it  c a m e  t o  li g ht  that  Johns-Manvill e,  

o n e  o f  th e  lar g e st  as b e st o s  m a n ufa ctur ers,  h a d  b e e n  fully  a w ar e  o f  th e  c o n n e cti o n  b et w e e n  

e x p o sur e  t o  as b e st o s  dust  a n d  th e  d e v e l o p m e nt  o f  s eri o us  r espirat ory  dis e a s e  f or  at  l e ast  fifty 

y e ars.  Durin g  that fifty-y e ar  p eri o d,  Johns-Manvill e  n ot  o nl y  fail e d  t o  w a r n  p ot e ntial  v i cti m s  o f  

th e  ris ks  ass o c i at e d  w it h  its  pr o du ct,  b ut  it  als o  a cti v el y  c o n c e al e d  that  inf or m ati o n  in  o r d er  t o  

s af e g u ard  c o m p a n y  pr ofits.  As  o n e  parti cularly  e g r e g i o u s  a ct  in  a  lar g e-s c al e  c o v er-up,  th e  

c o m p a n y  r outin el y  w it h h e l d  x-ray  r esults  fr o m  p eri o di c  e m p l o y e e  p hysi c al  e x a m s  –  r efusin g  t o  

inf or m  th eir e m p l o y e e s  that m a n y  o f  th e m  w e r e  suff erin g  fr o m  s eri ous  r espirat ory dis e a s e s.  

In a  1 9 4 9  c o m p a n y  m e m o r a n du m ,  Dr. Kenn et h  W. Smith,  th e  m e d i c al  dir e ct or  o f  Johns-

Manvill e,  stat e d  that th e  e m p l o y e e s  " h a v e  n ot  b e e n  t ol d  o f  th e  di a g n o si s, f or  it is f elt that as  l o n g  

a s  th e  m a n  f e el s  w e ll,  is  h appy  at  h o m e  a n d  at  w o r k  a n d  his  p hysi c al  c o n diti o n  r e m ai ns  g o o d  

n ot hi n g  s h o ul d  b e  sai d."  T his  un c o n s ci o n a b l e  pra cti c e  su bj e ct e d  th e  si c k  e m p l o y e e s  t o  a d diti o n al  

e x p o sur e  t o  as b e st o s,  su b stantially  c o ntri butin g  t o  th e  s eri ous n e s s  o f  th eir  illn e s s.  As a  r esult, 

m a n y  e m p l o y e e s  w o ul d  n ot  di s c o v e r  th eir  illn e ss  until  aft er  r etir e m e nt,  w h e n  th e  statut e  o f  

li m itati o n s  o n  th eir w o r k ers  c o m p e n s ati o n  a n d  t ort c l ai m s  h a d  alr e a d y  e l aps e d.  

T his  pra cti c e,  h o w e v er,  pla c e d  Johns-Manvill e  in  a  w i n-w i n  situati o n.  Not o n l y  di d  th e  

c o m p a n y  b e n efit  fr o m  th e  a d diti o n al  y e ars  o f  la b or  b y  e x p eri e n c e d  e m pl o y e e s,  b ut  it  als o  

in cr e a s e d  th e  li k eli h o o d  that th e y  w o u l d  e s c ap e  all  lia bility f or  th eir  int e nti o n al  m i s c o n d u ct. In a  

furth er  att e m pt  t o  c o n c e al  th e  d a n g er o us  n atur e  o f  th eir  pr o du ct,  Johns-Manvill e  a n d  o t h er  

m a n ufa ctur ers  p ersua d e d  s ci e ntists  t o  d el a y  pu bli c ati o n  o f  fin din g s  that w o ul d  b e  d etri m e ntal  t o  

th e  as b e st o s  industry, o r  t o  s oft e n  th e  i m p a ct o f  su c h  r ep orts b y  o b s c urin g  th eir r e sults. 



Asbestos L awsuits

 T h e  first  la w s uits  a g ai nst  th e  m a n ufa ctur ers  a n d  c o m p a ni e s  r esp o n si bl e  f or  as b e st o s  

r el at e d  c a n c er  w e r e  b r o u g ht in  1 9 2 9 .  Sinc e  th e n,  a s b e st o s  e x p o sur e  h a s  g i v e n  ris e  t o  h un dr e d s  o f  

th o us a n ds  o f  a s b e st o s  suits b y  th o s e  si c k e n e d  b y  it f or  s e v er al  d e c a d e s.  Many o f  th e s e  c a s e s  h a v e  

r e sult e d  in  lar g e  s ettl e m e nts  f or  v i cti m s  a n d  th e  fa m ili e s  o f  v i cti m s  o f  m e s ot h eli o m a  fr o m  

a s b e st o s  e xp o sur e.

Most o f  th e  suits  h a v e  b e e n  fil e d  a g ai nst m u ltipl e  d ef e n d a nts.  T h e  liti g ati o n s  o ft e n  list e d  

1 0 ,  2 0  o r  m o r e  c o rp or ati o n s  that  e ith er  pr o du c e d  a s b e st o s  o r  us e d  it  in  pr o du cts  th e y  

m a n ufa ctur e d.  T h e  a s b e st o s  m a n ufa ctur ers,  h o w e v er,  m a n ipulat e d  th e  l e g al  syst e m  in  o r d er  t o  

c o n c e al  th e  risks  o f  as b e st o s.  When  as b e st o s  v i cti m s  finally  r e aliz e d  that  th eir  r espirat ory  

di s e a s e s  w e r e  c a us e d  b y  e x p o sur e  t o  a s b e st o s  a n d  su e d  th e  m a n ufa ctur ers, th e  c o m p a ni e s  al w a y s  

s ettl e d  o ut o f  c o urt -- e li m i n atin g  th e  p ot e ntial o f  pu bli cl y-a c c e s si bl e  trial r e c or d s. More o v er, as  a  

c o n diti o n  o f  th e s e  o ut-o f-c o urt  s ettl e m e nts,  m a n ufa ctur ers  d e m a n d e d  stri ct  c o nfi d e ntiality  a n d  

a ssuran c e  fr o m  plaintiffs'  la w y ers  that  th e y  w o ul d  f or g o  all  futur e  as b e st o s  suits  a n d  w it h h o l d  

fr o m  o t h er  plaintiffs' la w y ers  a n y e v i d e n c e  that h a d  b e e n  o bt ain e d.

 T h e  c a s e s  that  a ctually  r e a c h e d  trial  e n c o u nt er e d  a n  a d diti o n al  h urdl e  in  th e  f or m  o f  a  

hi g hl y  eff e cti v e  " stat e  o f  th e  art"  d ef e n s e,  w h i c h  a ss ert e d  that  a s b e st o s  m a n ufa ctur ers  c o ul d  n ot  

b e  h e l d  lia bl e  f or  cl ai m s  arisin g  fr o m  a s b e st o s  e x p o sur e  that  o c c urr e d  b e f or e  1 9 6 5 ,  w h e n  th e  

r e sults  o f  a n  e pi d e m i o l o g i c al  study  lin kin g  as b e st o s  e xp o sur e  t o  c a n c er  a n d  as b e st o sis  w a s  

r el e a s e d.  T h e  m a n ufa ctur ers  c l ai m e d  that  th e y  h a d  n o  pri or  k n o w l e d g e  o f  th e  ris ks  o f  as b e st o s.  

T his  d ef e n s e  w a s  lat er  dis cr e dit e d  b y  plaintiffs'  la w y ers  w h o ,  w o r ki n g  t o g et h er,  w e r e  a bl e  t o  

s h o w  e v i d e n c e  w h i c h  c o n clusi v el y  r e v e al e d  that th e  c o m p a ni e s  h a d  k n o w n  a b o ut th e  d a n g ers  o f  

a s b e st o s  sin c e  th e  e arly 1 9 3 0 s.  

After  this  r e v e l ati o n,  in  o r d er  t o  a v o i d  e xp o sur e  t o  lar g e  c o m p e n s at ory  a n d  puniti v e  

d a m a g e s  a w ar ds,  as b e st o s  m a n ufa ctur ers  r es ort e d  t o  s ettlin g  m o st  c a s e s  o ut-o f-c o urt.  Ho w e v er, 

w h e n  s o m e  o f  th e  as b e st o s  c a s e s  f oun d  th eir  w a y  t o  th e  c o urt f or  trial,  m a ny  o f  th o s e  c o m p a ni e s  

fil e d  f or  b a n kruptc y  r e or g a nizati o n  b e c a us e  o f  th e  as b e st o s  c a s e s  fil e d  a g ai nst  th e m .   T h er e  is 

h o w e v er,  a  suspi ci o n  that  th e  Chapt er  1 1  b a n krupt ci e s  b y  s o m e  o f  th e s e  c o m p a ni e s  h a v e  b e e n  

just a  pl oy.

An  e x a m pl e  o f  su c h  c o m p a ni e s  is  W.R. Grac e.  W. R. Grac e  w a s  a  m a j or  a s b e st o s  

pr o du ci n g  c o m p a n y  that  fil e d  f or  b a n kruptcy.  W.R. Grac e d  o w n e d  a n d  o p er at e d  a  v e r m i c ulit e  



m i n e  n e ar  Lib by,  a  s m all  t o w n  in  Montana,  sin c e  th e  1 9 6 0 s.  In 1 9 9 9  a report on the startling 

number  of  the  town's  residents  had  died  or  were  suffering  from  asbestos–related  diseases 

including  mesothelioma  in  a  Seattle  paper  brought  the  issue  to  national  attention.  Grace 

announced  that  it  would  donate  $250,000  a  year  "for  as  long  as  necessary"  to  provide 

independent health screening to anyone who wants it. Grace said it also would provide medical 

coverage to anyone diagnosed with an asbestos-related disease. It also said that Grace would do 

"whatever is required" by the EPA to remove the hazard. However, a few months later, the EPA 

announced that Grace told the agency it was "not interested in signing a consensual cleanup 

agreement" to decontaminate the site because it did not agree to the analytical methods used by 

the EPA.2 

The  federal  g o v e r n m e nt  fil e d  suit  a g ai nst  Grac e  in  March  2 0 0 1  t o  r e c o v e r  its  

in v e sti g ati o n  a n d  c l e a nup  c o sts  un d er  th e  Superfun d  la w.  In 2 0 0 3 ,  th e  f e d er al  Distri ct  Court in 

Montana  a w ar d e d  th e  EPA m o r e  than  $ 5 4  m i lli o n  f or  cl e a nup  c o sts  in curr e d  b y  th e  EPA durin g  

its  first  y e ar  o f  att e m ptin g  t o  c l e a n  up  th e  h e a vily  c o nta m i n at e d  t o w n.  But that  a w ar d  h a s  n ot 

b e e n  pai d b e c aus e  o f  Grac e’s  b a n krupt cy. 

W.R. Grac e  fil e d  f or  Chapt er  1 1  b a n krupt cy  in  2 0 0 1  b e c a us e  o f  a  " s h arply  in cr e a sin g  

nu m b e r  o f  as b e st o s  cl ai m s."  Ho w e v er,  in  2 0 0 2 ,  th e  Justic e  Depart m e nt  int er v e n e d  in  a  

b a n krupt cy  pr o c e e di n g  f or  th e  first ti m e  e v er, all e gi n g  that b e f or e  Grac e  as k e d  f or  Chapt er  1 1 ,  it 

c o n c e al e d  m o n e y  in  n e w  c o m p a ni e s  it b o u g ht.  T h e  Justi c e  Depart m e nt  s ai d  it w a s  a  "frau dul e nt 

transf er"  o f  m o n e y  t o  pr ot e ct its elf fr o m  ci vil  suits. Just b e f or e  th e  b a n kruptcy  trial w a s  t o  b e g i n,  

Grac e  r eturn e d  al m o st  $ 1  b illi o n  t o  th e  b a n kruptc y  c o urt.  T h e  c o m p a n y  c urr e ntly  h a s  a n nual  

s al e s  o f  a b o ut $ 2  b illi o n, m o r e  than  6, 0 0 0  e m p l o y e e s  a n d  o p erati o n s  in n e arly 4 0  c o m p a ni e s. 

Even  th ou g h  th e y  k n e w  a b o ut  th e  h e alth  d a n g ers  o f  a s b e st o s  e xp o sur e,  th e  as b e st o s  

pr o du ci n g  c o m p a ni e s  a n d  th o s e  usin g  a s b e st o s  in  th eir  m a n ufa ctur e d  pr o du cts  w o r k e d  h ar d  t o  

k e e p  OSHA a n d  NIOSH fr o m  s ettin g  stri ct er  li m its  f or  w o r k ers  a s b e st o s  e x p o sur e.  Delay  ta cti cs  

c o m m o n l y  us e d  b y  in dustry  gr o ups  in clu d e d  l o b b yi n g,  la w s uits  a n d  stallin g  in  filin g  r e q u e st e d  

inf or m ati o n.  Cons e q u e ntly,  it  t o o k  m o r e  than  t w o  d e c a d e s  f or  OSHA t o  s et  th e  "p er m i ssi bl e  

2
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 Shortly afterwards, W.R. Grace bought back the mine that it had sold in 1990 and subsequently banned the EPA 
from the premises.



e x p o sur e  l e v e l "  f or  a s b e st o s  in th e  w o r k pl a c e  at 0 . 1  fi b er  p er c u bi c  c e nti m et er  o v e r  a n  e i g ht-h o ur  

p eri o d,  a  l e v e l  that NIOSH first r e c o m m e n d e d  in 1 9 7 6 .

Wrongful acts of the asbestos companies are not just limited to the lack of warning to 

their workers. It also extends to the consumers of their products.  These companies have resisted 

and fought against asbestos label in their products, fearing that a warning would hurt sales. For 

instance W. R. Grace sold millions of bags of home attic insulation that contained asbestos, but 

the  company never  warned the  public.  Ford  Motor  Company to  this  day falsely denies  the 

presence of any asbestos in the automobile parts it uses or manufactures.


