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The growing need fofr asbestos)substitutes

Asbestos is a wondrous mineral fiber
with the strength of steel, the dursbility
of marble, and insulating qualities with-
out equal. But asbestos also poses a seri-
ous and widespread bealth hazard.
Health officials predict that within the
next 50 years, 400,000 people, mostly
former workers, will die of cancer be-
cause of their exposure to asbestos. Now
the federal government has taken the
first step toward a ban on the substances,
and manufacturers and users alike are
scrambling to find substitates.

Despite extensive evidence of the ad-
verse health effects of asbestos, especial-
ly among shipyard workers, the federal
government anti] recently had taken
steps only to minimizs ococupational ex-
posures (page 94H). But the Environ-
mental Protection Agency, citing its au-
thority under the Toxic Substances Con-
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trol Act, announced in October ita inten-
tion to study and regulate all aspects of
asbestos— from mining and milling to
the manufacture and sale of consumer
products. While the EPA’s plans still are
in a preliminary stage, officials predict
that the near-term regulation will in-
clude a quota on imports and bans on all
“nonessential” uses.

Ptans for » ben. EPA officials also have
made it clear that they are headed
toward a total ban on the material. “Our
ultimate goal is to displace asbestos, to
displace it gradually, but to do it,” says
John P. Dekany, the EPA’s deputy assis-
tant administrator for chemical control.
“This is a signal to industry to make
long-range plans to phase out asbestos
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Automotive brake Nning: Target of the EPA’s asbestos
reguiation. During repairs, sanding releases harmtul fibers.

are sasiy inhaled

and s challenge to devel-
op substitutes.”
Until asbestos is

mined, the mineral is as
dense as the rock in
which it is encased. As
soon as it is released,
however, it becomes a
mass of tiny fibers that
are easily inhaled The
EPA estimates that since
the beginning of the cen-
tury, 30 million tons of
asbestos fibers have been
used in the U. S.—an av-
erage yearly use of
750,000 tons.

While asbestos is found in Arizona,
Vermont, and California, the major de-
posits are in Quebec. As a result, 95% of
the asbestos used in the U. S. is mined in
Canada. The largest domestic producer
of asbestos-related products is Johns-
Manville Corp., which also has subeid-
iaries in Canads and West Germany.

The suggestion of a ban sends shivers
through Canadian producers. The U.S.
is far and away Canada’s biggest cus-
tomer. In 1978 American companies pur-
chased 40% of the asbestos produced in
Canada, business worth more than $200
million. “We're greatly concerned about
it, and we’ll make every representation
that we can,” states J. Robert Hutche-
son, chairman of Johns-Manville Canada

Asbestos: The tiny, deadly fibers
by workers.

Products Div.

Yet the EPA intends to target brake
liningn, Alopg with asbestos paper prod-
vcts used in sheathing and roofing, in
the agency’s first regulation. ¥Pa offi-
cials point out that there are more than
100 million motor vehicles in the U. S.
today. Because most cars and trucks
need 8 new set of brake linings every
three or four years, agency officials be-
lieve that a considerable amount of ma-
terial may be released into the environ-
ment during normal use, as well as
during repairs, threatening both con-
sumers and mechanics.
Phasecut. U. S. auto makers are phasing
in disk brake linings in which the asbes-
tos content has been cut from 1 1b. to
about 1 oz. GM decided last January to
move away from asbestos brake linings
after company officials discovered that_
the aversge repair person's response to a
brake complaint is to sand the lininp..\’
‘“This puts all sorts of harmful fibers in'
the air,” says Staniey B. Fowler, 2 s
engineer for GM's Buick Div., which'Q
spearheads brake design for the corpora-IN\)
tion. Both G and Ford say that theirCf1
suppliers now are seeking ways to elimi- 0
nate asbestos totally in brakes.

In disk brake linings, ssbestos is re-
placed by a semimetallic friction materi-
al built around steel fiber and iron pow-
der. However, this surface must be at-
tached to the brake shoe with an asbes-
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tos backing material, which serves as a
noise and heat shield while providing
additional strength. “We are working
very hard to come up with a material to
replace” this last bit of asbestos, says
Charles M. Brunhofer, director of engi-
neering for Bendix Corp.'s Friction Ma-
terials Div.

On drum brakes, there is a problem
finding a suitable material that will hold
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the curved shape that such brake linings
require. But Rockwell International
Corp., which makes 60% of the brakes
used in heavy trucks, says it has a major
development effort under way. “We will
be in a position [to market non-asbestos
brakes] in a reasonable amount of time,”
claims Leonard C. Buckiand, director of
engineering and product planning for
Rockwell’s Highway Brake Div.

Asbestos still is used in shingles and
in rooﬁng felt, a component of so-called
‘built-up” roofing for flat roofs. The
Nationa! Roofing Contractors Assn.
(NRCA) estimates that about 10% of
industrial and commercial flat roofs con-
tain asbestos. But the trade group notes
that such use of asbestos is declining. In
1978 asbestos felt was used as a fire-
proofing agent in 16% of roofs, a decline
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from the 24% recorded the previous four

years. There are a number of acceptable .

substitutas for asbestos in built-op rod.-
ing incloding fiber giass and organic
falt, which consists of trested rags and

NRCA's general manager, William A.
Good, admits that awareness of the envi-
ronmental problems that may be created
by asbestos in buildings is part of the
reason its use is falling. A major use of
ssbestos from World War [ through the

early 1970s, insulstion, has besn almost.

completely eliminated
Asbestos hss been al-
most completely re-
placed for that use by
such substances as cal-

has prohibited sinee ’
1978 the spraying of as-
bestos on the walls or
ceilings of buildings.
The agency’s original
concern was the expo- .
sure of workers and
others to the fibers dur-
ing tbe spraying pro-
cess, but the problem of
sprayed asbestos, it
turns out, is not that
ephemeral The Envi-
ronmental Defense
Fund recently sued the
EPA to force it to take
action to protect school
children attending classes in aging
buildings where asbestos insulation was
EPA now intends to make mandatory its
existing voluntary program, which re-
quires schoo! districts to seal in or
replace asbestos in such structures. The
agency estimates that 10% to 15% of all

asbestos ingist that the substance is nafe
in their applications. Manufacturers of
asbestos cement pipe, for instance, claim
that their products do not pose a danger
to the public because the asbestos is
embedded in cement and the pipe is
buried 4 ft. to 12 ft. underground. “We
think our applieation of asbestos . . . is
safe and that the government {eels basi-
cally the same way,” says William A.
Krivaky, senior vice-president of piping
products at CertainTeed Corp. But in
fact, zPA officials are worried that the
asbestos fibers may become loosened by
years of rushing water.

Trying glese. While CertainTeed, with
$100 million in ssbestos cement pipe
sales, appears optimistic that any EPa
restrictions will not affect its operations,
the company is busily studying possible
substitutes Glass fibers normally are
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harmful effects, although its inventor,
A.J. Majumdar, reports “minor skin
complainta.” .

don't think any one material will oniver-
sally replace asbestos,” says Robert C.
Doban, senior vice-president for science
and . Bat be is optimistie
about gisss’ potential.

Part of the problem with glass is its

A proposed EPA ban sends
shivers through the
largely Canadian producers

tendency to soften at high temperatures;
asbestos remains rigid until it reaches
its melting point. Therefore, glass could
not easily be substituted for the asbestos
that is still used to reinforce the concrete
sprayed on steelwork in most build-
ings—a measure taken to prevent the
steel from buckling from heat in case of
fire.

Smaller companies also are vying for a
corner of the asbestos-substitute mar-
ket. Gentex Corp., of Carbondale, Pa
which manufactures metal-coated fabric
for protective garmenta, recently intro-
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stantial sales rights to equipment build-
er Babeock & Wileox Co., which serves
the steel, glass, and utility industries. .

“We arse seeing many companies, of ten
with full-time corporate enginesrs work-
ing on the problem, coming to us asking
if Nextel can be used as an asbestos
substituts,” says Arlen J. Rivard, sales
and marketing manager in 8M’s ceramic
fibers project. Nextel can be used as

-high-temperature insulation in and

around furnaces, but its relatively high
price—3$25 a |b. va. $2 2 1b. for fiber glass
and less than $2 a lb. for asbestos—
makes it an unlikely replacement for
asbestos in that application.

Despite the surge in substitute devel-
opment, it could be a long time before an
effective alternative is found for asbes-
tos in all uses. And Johns-Manville, the
industry leader, is relying on that while
the EPa begins its studies. “If the £Pa
ban asbestos goes into effect, that
would put us out of the asbestos busi-
ness,” says.a JM source. “But there are
enough easential uses of asbestos, and
the scientiic and medical research do
not justify a ban.” »
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Mom S klss
blamed in

cancer sult

NEWARK - (AP) - A
woman sulfering from a rare
form of cancer has charged
that the disease was cansed by
hugs and kisses she gave 40
years ago to her mother, who
worktd at an asbestos plant.

-Irene HIll ‘of Raritan has
filed a-negligence suit against
her. mother's  former em-
ployer. Johns-Manvilis Corp.
of .Somerville, .charging the
asbestos manufacturer care-
lessly exposed workers to
“ultra-hazardous and ‘abnor-
mally dangerous materials.”

. “Mrs. Hill sald in a tele- |

phoue Interview that her
mother, Mary Visocki, often
was coated in a white film of
asbestos when she returned
home from a day at the Man-
viile plant.

- #She really lookod funny

tous. . .Of course, wedidn't
konow then what it was,” Mrs.
Hill said. “She would come
home and hug us and kissus.”
. The suit coatends Mrs. Hill
“innocently”.was exposed to
asbestos by her mother. The
48-year-old woman discov~
ered six months ago she has
mesothelioma, which the sult
saysis a “rare cancer causally
related to the dangerous and
defective asbestos.” - -

* Johns-Manville officials

declined to comment. .on the
most recent sult.
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