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Asbestos and Floor Screeds
Floor screeds are often neglected during R&D (Refurbishment and Demolition)
Surveys – but they should not be!
There are 3 common problems:




asbestos fibres in the screed itself.
asbestos containing adhesives on or below the screed.
residues of other asbestos containing materials below the screed.

Asbestos Fibres in the screed itself – “Magnesite”
One type of screed - Magnesite (Magnesium Oxychloride) - regularly contains
asbestos fibres. Magnesite flooring was very popular for domestic applications in the
period 1920 to 1940, and for Local Authority housing between 1945 and 1960. It was
commonly applied on top of concrete ground floor slabs. Magnesite flooring was
made from a mixture of calcined magnesite and magnesium chloride solution with
various fillers (e.g. wood flour, sawdust, asbestos), and is usually a reddish pink
colour. It was typically laid between 10 and 25mm thick, but two coat applications
could be up to 50mm thick.
HSG 264 – Asbestos: The Survey Guide states that Magnesium Oxychloride was “used
in WCs, staircases and industrial flooring …. About 2% asbestos … very hard, fibre
release unlikely”. Obviously the existence of the material should be recorded and
relevant precautions taken if the floor is drilled or refurbishment / demolition is
planned.
It is easy to confuse magnesite with a pigmented sand/cement screed; however the
following features can aid identification.



Magnesite flooring is electrically conductive and so an electrical resistance
moisture meter will give a full scale damp reading even when the material is
bone dry.
A small lump, when held in gas flame, will glow brightly, like a gas mantle at
the edges.

Magnesite screed containing asbestos fibres

Asbestos Containing Adhesives On or Below the Screed
Asbestos containing adhesives were commonly used on thermoplastic and early vinyl
tiles containing black mastic and chrysotile fibres. It should be noted that the tiles
themselves might also contain asbestos.
Bitumen mastics and adhesives typically contain a small percentage of asbestos and
were used up to 1992.
Usually the adhesive will be above the screed but we have found instances of new
screed ‘floated’ over old asbestos containing adhesives.

Typical mastic type adhesive containing asbestos

Residues of Other Asbestos Containing Materials Below the Screed
Residues may be found below screeds where asbestos coatings were previously
applied to adjacent walls and ceilings before screeds were installed. The coatings can
be either sprayed ‘limpet’ asbestos or textured decorative coatings such as ‘Artex’.
The application of both materials was inevitably a messy operation and it is easy to
appreciate how residues from overspray or batch mixing can originate.

Textured decorative coating residue below floor screed

Loose – Fill Asbestos
Almost all asbestos containing materials contain a cocktail of ingredients. For
example, in thermal insulation the fibres are often mixed with magnesium carbonate
or magnesium sulphate, and asbestos insulating board (AIB) contained calcium
silicate.
Occasionally raw asbestos fibre was used without the addition of binders or other
materials and is generally described as ‘loose-fill’ asbestos. Typical applications
included sound insulation, fire stopping and thermal insulation. The fibre was either
packed loosely around pipes and between joists or was contained in paper bags or
within mattresses.
By the very nature of the material, the potential for airborne fibre release is very
high and removal can be problematic and expensive.

Loose-fill Crocidolite and loose fill-Amosite insulation
Recently, concerns have been raised in Canberra, Australia where, in the 1960s a
single insulation contractor installed loose-fill asbestos. Mr Fluffy, (Dirk Jansen) as he
was known, used Amosite (brown asbestos) to insulate many homes. The dangers
were recognised but it was not until 1978 that he ceased to use the material. Some
unfortunate residents have now discovered that remedial works carried out
between 1988 and 1993 were incomplete and the fibres have migrated throughout
their homes including into wall cavities.
A very informative article on the Canberra asbestos homes can be found at
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/aug/02/-sp-mr-fluffy-cancerous-legacycanberra

Australian ‘Asbestosfluf’ advert from 1968

Vermiculite Issues ……
A further problem can be asbestos contaminated vermiculite insulation. Vermiculite
is a silicate mineral which can expand between 8 - 30 times when heated and has
many applications including insulation and fire protection.
Unfortunately, natural vermiculite deposits can be associated with asbestos. One
particular mine in Libby, Montana, produced contaminated Vermiculite from the
1920s to 1990 and is estimated to have been responsible for 80% of world
production. Libby Vermiculite was regularly marketed under the ‘Zonolite’ brand and
contained varying amounts of Actinolite /Tremolite (two of the rarer amphibole
forms of asbestos). The United States government estimates that 35 million homes
in the US contain Vermiculite insulation but is not currently recommending removal.
The situation in the UK remains confused. NORAC, the acronym for the Northern
Asbestos Consultancies group, carried out a straw poll of members, most of whom
had never detected asbestos in submitted Vermiculite samples. Comments were also
received from Laurie Davies, principal scientist with the HSE fibres team who stated
that it was unlikely that Vermiculite used in the UK will contain asbestos, but it is
always possible. Furthermore,Vermiculite can contain Richterite or Winchite that are
similar amphibole minerals and, while not classified asbestos, have similar structures
and likely to have similar health effects.
So – where does that leave the building manager or contractor? We would suggest
that precautions are taken with any potential dust-producing material including
disposable over-suits and FFP3 respirators. Combined with sensible work methods
workers should not go too far wrong!

‘Zonolite’ brand asbestos containing Vermiculite insulation

Non-Licensed Work with Asbestos – UKATA Publish New Syllabus

Understandably The Control of Asbestos Regulations 2012 require that all persons
working on asbestos containing materials must receive appropriate training. To
ensure that trainers are competent and proper training standards are maintained,
the HSE recommends that training providers register with one of two asbestos
training regulatory bodies. Probably the most well recognised is UKATA (The United
Kingdom Asbestos Training Association), the other being the IATP (Independent
Asbestos Training Providers).
UKATA has recently issued revised guidance on the content and duration of nonlicensed worker training –
http://www.ukata.org.uk/uploads/userfiles/UKATA%20Syllabus%20for%20Non%20Li
censable%20Work%20With%20Asbestos%20Including%20NNLW.pdf
One particularly contentious issue is the increased duration for workers who have
not previously received asbestos awareness training – ie. who are completely new to
the subject but wish to obtain the non-licensed worker qualification. UKATA now
requires that the training should be 1½ days in duration (or 9 hours tutor/learning
time). The syllabus also gives training durations for would-be workers who have
previously received asbestos awareness training (1 day or 6 hours) and for refresher
training provided to experienced non-licensed asbestos workers (3 hours).
These increased durations have caused some controversy leading to clarification
from UKATA in a memo to members:

http://www.ukata.org.uk/uploads/userfiles/Memo%20to%20Members%20re%20No
n%20Licensed%20Syllabus%20-%20Guidance%2006%2008%202014.pdf

Insurance for Non-Licensed Asbestos Work
Non-licensed work with asbestos (removal of asbestos cement, floor tiles, gaskets
etc), by its nature, requires specific consideration of the insurance implications, as
invariably general contractors’ insurances will contain an exclusion or exception
provision. A typical example taken from the policy of one of the UK’s larger insurers
is given below:
Asbestos Exception This Policy excludes all liability which is directly or indirectly caused by
or alleged to be caused by or contributed to in whole or in part by or arising out of the
manufacture of, mining of, use of, sale of, installation of, survey or investigation of,
management of, removal of, distribution of, existence of or exposure to asbestos products,
asbestos fibres or asbestos dust, or property or materials containing any of the foregoing,
including without limitation all liability to pay claimants’ or the Insured’s legal costs and
expenses or any other costs and expenses, howsoever incurred in the investigation, defence
and/or settlement of any claim against an Insured or in respect of any other inquest, inquiry,
enforcement action, or proceedings in which the Insured may be involved in relation to any of
the foregoing.

Specialist policies or extension of existing insurances are often available but at a
price.
Clients should also check their contractors’ insurances or they could find themselves
in difficulty in the event of a claim following non-licensed asbestos removal or repair.

Environment Agency Announce Asbestos Transfer Station Audit
Programme

A transfer station – where asbestos waste is collected and temporarily stored prior
to onward transport to a disposal site – requires a permit from the Environment
Agency (EA). Understandably, rules apply to such sites which can be downloaded at
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/29
6568/geho0612bwrl-e-e.pdf
In June this year the EA announced that they will be auditing more than 125
asbestos transfer stations where concerns have been raised over consignment note
returns. Crosschecks will then be made at landfill sites.

Worryingly, the EA says that at least 24 sites appear to be operating without a
permit, which has led to the EA training 100 inspectors who will visit transfer
stations with HSE officers in a two-pronged approach of both environmental and
safety compliance.
One particular issue has already been identified whereby asbestos contractors are
taking wastes to sites relying upon a ‘non-waste framework directive’ (NWFD)
exemption. This exemption does NOT apply in these circumstances.
Already one site has had its permit revoked for mismanagement of asbestos and a
further site operator has paid £8,000 as an enforcement undertaking for failure to
send consignment returns.

New Requirements for Enclosures for Non-Licensed Work
For most non-licensed work with asbestos an enclosure is not normally required.
However, the revised Approved Code of Practice (ACoP) L143 reiterates the previous
ACoP requirement that full enclosures are required “where there is a risk of airborne
or significant internal physical contamination (eg from debris) and for large-scale
work (eg on textured coatings)”.
What has now changed is that such enclosures must be ventilated in the same way
as enclosures used for licensed work. This includes the same air extraction rates:



Enclosures less than 120m3 – extraction of 1000m3/hr
Enclosures greater than 120m3 – at least 8 air changes per hour

It is important to note that these extraction rates need to be calculated with the
actual on-site performance of extraction plant – NOT the manufacturer’s stated
performance with new filters.
Other requirements remain the same, ie. 2 stage airlocks (rather than 3 stages
required for licensed work) and self-certification upon completion rather than 4stage certification by an independent UKAS laboratory.
The HSE hopes to issue more guidance on the removal of textured decorative
coatings in due course.

HEPA Filtered air extraction now required for some non-licensed asbestos work such
as Artex removal

Asbestos Contaminated Land Guidance

Asbestos contaminated land and asbestos contaminated soils have always been a bit
of a Cinderella subject as virtually all published information relates to asbestos in
buildings. Certainly The Control of Asbestos Regulations 2012 and its predecessors
applied to work with soils, but interpretation of requirements such as preventing the
spread of asbestos during work, has been open to varying interpretation.The HSE has
previously promised to address these issues but nothing has appeared.
Now there is at least some help. CIRIA (the Construction Industry Research and
Information Association) has published Asbestos in soil and made ground: a guide to
understanding and managing risks (C733). The document reviews current knowledge
and legislation including planning and site owners’ liability law, recommending that
multiple methods are used to assess the risk that such sites present to future users.
Whilst the guide does not answer all the questions, particularly from a remediation
contractors’perspective, it still makes a useful contribution to the subject. The guide
is available from CIRIA for £130.00.
http://www.ciria.org/ItemDetail?iProductcode=C733&Category=BOOK

HSE Review of Asbestos Management in Independent Schools

The HSE has recently published the findings of their most recent review of asbestos
management in schools outside of local authority control –
http://www.hse.gov.uk/services/education/asbestos-schools-inspections13-14evaluation.pdf
The main findings were:






Awareness of the schools’ responsibilities was 9% higher than in 2010/11
71% of schools required no further action or only needed basic advice
29% (44 schools) received written advice
13% (20 schools) were served with formal improvement notices
Failures included no asbestos management plan, failure to survey, failure to
manage asbestos risks and inadequate staff training

Recent Asbestos Prosecutions
Directors and Two Firms Fined for Asbestos Risks During Demolition – Hartlepool
http://press.hse.gov.uk/2014/directors-and-two-firms-fined-for-potential-asbestosrisk/
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