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How many products still contains asbestos ?

Compiled by : Rudelle@safenetafrica.co.za
We still commonly refer to many products as asbestos or asbestos-containing products. In actual fact, very few of the new products referred to as asbestos-containing products still contain any asbestos. Since the early 1900 asbestos has been regarded as the miracle fibre and was widely used in industry. I can still recall how, as a newly appointed Inspector with the Department of Labour, I observed staff at a wine cellar using raw asbestos fibres to filter wine. It was only when some European customers complained about this practice that asbestos was replaced as a wine filter medium at this particular wine cellar. Due to the known health hazards and bad publicity associated with the use of asbestos most companies who used asbestos as an ingredient in their product have since the early 1980’s either stopped using asbestos or were investigating the use of other materials to replace the asbestos used. Asbestos was however not being called the miracle fibre for nothing. In the case of some products it took many years to research and find a material with similar characteristics to asbestos. 

Everite, who could probably be regarded as one of the biggest suppliers of fibre cement roof sheets and building material, used their last bag of asbestos on the 13th of December 2002. As far back as 1985 most flat-sheet products such as ceiling boards, partitioning and roofing slates, were manufactured without the use of asbestos. These products are sold as Nutec products. It took many years of research but it can now safely be assumed that most South African manufactured building products do not contain any asbestos fibres. Cellulose fibres (Unbleached softwood similar to that used in the making of cardboards) are being used as an alternative fibre in most of these products. Cellulose, is considered to be safe, is locally available and is harvested from a renewable source. 

Asbestos containing products such as roof sheets and building material are however still being manufactured in Zimbabwe. Some of these products are available locally. For this reason it would be advisable to request information about the product before purchasing, or even better, buy South African products.

Some products such as small amounts of brake pads and gaskets are however still being manufactured with the use of asbestos. The days for these products to still contain asbestos may be numbered as the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism has been asked to ban the use of any asbestos in the manufacturing of automotive parts. In accordance with Section 28(12) of the Environmental Management Act any person can give the Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism 30 days notice after which a court order could be obtained which will leave the state with no option but to ban certain processes that may cause harm to the environment. A certain non-government organization is currently seeking a ban for the use of asbestos as it is claimed that some asbestos is being spilled during the transportation of this mineral as a result of poor transport practices and road accidents. The ban will give all producers who use asbestos in their products until the 30th of June to use up all raw asbestos and until the 31st of December to sell all their asbestos containing products. It would be interesting to follow this case, as I am sure the automotive manufactures that still use asbestos in their products may not take this ban lying down.

Tips to consider with regards to asbestos and the use of asbestos containing products:

1. In accordance with the provisions of the Asbestos Regulations all asbestos containing products must be marked with a sign, which clearly states that the product contains asbestos. It may be wise to consider buying products that are asbestos free;

2. As a consumer it is your right to ask for more information on products. Be cautious when no information can be provided. The manufacturers that do not use asbestos in their products will be more than willing to supply sufficient safety information on their products;

3. Some fibre cement building material, which was manufactured in Zimbabwe, may contain asbestos. Lets be proudly South African and buy locally manufactured products; and

4. Conduct an assessment and draft an Asbestos Inventory as per the guidelines stated in Asbestos Regulation 14. The inventory must contain information about all asbestos or asbestos containing material that is likely to release asbestos dust that may affect the health of persons, or which may pollute the environment.  It may be that some ‘asbestos’ containing material used in the construction of buildings does not contain asbestos thereby relieving the employer from having to comply with the onerous regulations pertaining to the safety standards to be complied with when conducting maintenance work on asbestos containing material. Feel free to contact the office of SafeNet should you need more information in this regard.       

Enjoy your weekend

The team at SafeNet
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