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OVERSIGHT HEARINGS ON ASBESTOS HEALTH 
'  HAZARDS TO SCHOOLCHILDREN

HEARINGS .,
- _ - r BEFORE THE , -  ,

SUBCOMMITTEE ON ELEMENTARY, SECONDARY, 
?  s f  - : AND VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

'•  ' ~ ' OF THE, ' ~

COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION AND LABOR 
; ; , ; HOUSE OE REPRESENTATIVES
V  /  N I N E T Y - S I X T H  C O N G R E S S

' , , : T IB 8 T  SESSIO N  ■ - . \  -

H.R. 1435 and H.R. 1524
, TO ESTABLISH A PROGRAM FOR THE INSPECTION OF SCHOOLS 

W>R THE PRESENCE OF ASBESTOS MATERIALS, TO PROVIDE 
' FUNDS FOR THE TESTING AND EVALUATION OF POTENTIAL
' 4 H a z a r d s , to  c r e a t e  a  lo a n  pr o g r a m  to  a s s is t  in  t h e  

— Co n t a in m e n t  o r  r e m o v a l  o f  im m in e n t  h a z a r d s  to
V   ̂^HEALTH AND SAFETY, AND FOR OTHER PURPOSES

V - HEARINGS HELD IN WASHINGTON, D.O., ON 
, JANUARY 8, 10; FEBRUARY 22, 1D79
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asbestotics, prior to the Public H ealth Service’s arrival. This gutted the data base 
the governm ent needed, especially regarding the dangers associated with less-in­
tense, long-term occupational exposure to asbestos Dust

In 1947, the members of the Asbestos Textile Institu te had confidential plant 
surveys conducted by the Industrial Hygiene Foundation. They were told that much 
more effort was needed to determ ine the effects of long-term exposure to levels less 
than  the Public H ealth Service's tentative threshold limit value of 5 million parti­
cles per cubic foot of air.

The hazards of applying sprayed asbestos insulation m ust have been obvious to 
industry from the day these products were introduced Industry sources give values 
ol 150 to 1500 fibers per m illiliter of a ir for undamped spraying of asbestos (the 
current U S standard forbids peak exposures over Hlf/ml) Equally high dust levels 
arise from sweeping up the debris Spraying asbestos was so hazardous th a t in 1945 
the Chief Inspector of Factories in G reat B ritain sent a notice to 70 thermal 
insulation contractors advising among other things th a t “no other person should 
work in the same com partm ent (of a ship where asbestos spraying was done) unless 
also provided with a respirator.”

It is possible th a t one or two sm aller firms failed to realize how dangerous 
asbestos was, and this in tu rn  led them to use it in sprayed formulations rather 
than  employ safe substitutes Johns-M anville did not even begin to affix euphemis­
tic caution labels on its sacks of asbestos fiber until late in 1968 or 1969. Other
asbestos mining companies didn’t put w arning labels on the ir product until the 
1970 s By th a t time, m inutes of the Asbestos Textile Institu te were full of talk
about (1) supporting research a t McGill U niversity in order to obtain favorable 
publicity (19651; and (2) bringing pressure on Dr Irving Selikoff at the Mount Sinai 
School of Medicine to not make so much noise about the cancer th rea t of asbestos 
(19711 The m inutes of the trade association meetings are devoid of anything except 
concern for the health  of the asbestos business.

The Canadian asbestos mining firms finally supported an epidemiological study 
by the Industrial Hygiene Foundation (published 1958), th a t was aptly described by 
Wilhelm Hueper as, “statistical acrobatics which tend to obscure incriminating 
evidence” about carcinogenicity

In view of all this, it is not so surprising tha t sprayed asbestos insulation products 
came into widespread use in this country starting  only 20 years ago The long time 
suppression of information on the hazards of asbestos, especially carcinogenicity, 
and industry 's failure to support scientific medical research was an essential step m 
paving the way for such a product to achieve widespread acceptance in the 1960’s

No less foreseeable than the epidemic of cancer initiated among millions of 
construction workers was the deterioration of asbestos ceilings in school buildings 
Vandalism, horseplay, and such things as indoor ball playing all take their toll on 
school structures, in addition to the common problems of aging (moisture, vibration, 
etc ) over the years Equally foreseeable to those who were “keeping the lid on 
asbestos” was the enormous renovation and demolition hazard we would have to 
reckon with as these buildings become old and obsolete a t the end of this century

And though the abuses of the asbestos industry probably did a great deal to 
stim ulate the public awakening to the issue of environm ental cancer in the 1970’s, 
most of this story took place before there was much of an occupational or environ­
mental regulatory authority  in the country to oppose the freewheeling marketing 
plans of the asbestos industry

CONCLUSION

Congressman M iller's bill thus has the m erit of (1) placing a financial responsibili­
ty on the shoulders of those who profited by the m arketing of these deadly products, 
and i2) setting some limit on the readiness w ith which public funds alone will be 
used to deactivate the cancerous minefield our schools have become as a result of 
crim inal business practices
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