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Introduction  
 
Asbestos is a name given to a group of naturally forming minerals that are made up from long thin 
fibrous crystals. The name “asbestos” is derived from the Greek for “inextinguishable” or 
“indestructible” and was known as the “miracle mineral”.  
 
The main physical properties of asbestos include: - 
  

• Resistance to heat.  

• Resistance to chemicals.  

• High electrical resistance.  

• Good sound absorption.  

• Flexible and high tensile strength.  
 
There are several types of asbestos, the main ones being: - 
  

• Chrysotile (White Asbestos).  

• Amosite or Grunerite (Brown Asbestos).  

• Crocidolite (Blue Asbestos).  
 
Other less common types of asbestos include: -  
 

• Tremolite.  

• Actinolite.  

• Anthophyllite.  
 



 

 

Asbestos was extensively used as a building material in over 3500 building products in the UK from 
the 1950s through to the mid-1980s. 
  
It was used for a variety of purposes (see examples below) and was particularly ideal for fireproofing 
and insulation. Asbestos containing materials (ACMs) were used in many types of buildings, e.g. 
houses, factories, offices, schools and hospitals. However, buildings constructed after the year 2000 
are unlikely to contain asbestos. The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) estimate that at least half a 
million commercial buildings still contain asbestos.  
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Risks to health 
 
As a result of people having inhaled asbestos fibres, approximately 4500 work related deaths are 
reported every year in the UK.  
 
It has been reported that on average, each week 4 plumbers, 20 tradesmen, 6 electricians and 8 
joiners die from asbestos related diseases.  
 
Asbestos fibres are very small, not visible to the naked eye and can enter and become lodged in the 
lungs where the following asbestos related diseases may develop: -  
 

1. Mesothelioma – a cancer that develops in the outer lining of the lungs (the pleurae) and is 
almost exclusively caused by exposure to asbestos fibres. Symptoms show 15 to 45 years 
after exposure.  

2. Asbestosis – scarring of the lung tissue as a result of the lung’s local immune system reaction 
to the inhalation of asbestos fibres.  



 

 

3. Lung Cancer – uncontrolled cell growth in the lungs brought about by the exposure to 
carcinogens.  

4. Asbestos Warts - caused when the sharp fibres lodge in the skin and are overgrown causing 
benign callus-like growths.  

5. Pleural plaque – which are discrete fibrous or partially calcified thickened areas which can be 
seen on X-rays.  

 
Smoking has been proven to increase the risk of developing an asbestos related disease.  
 

 
 
 
Legislation 
 
Key requirements of the Control of Asbestos Regulations include: - 
  

• Prohibition of the import, supply and use of all types of asbestos and to also continue the ban 
of second-hand use of asbestos products such as asbestos boards and tiles. 

• The duty to manage asbestos in non-domestic buildings and control exposure to asbestos.  

• Mandatory training to be given to anyone who may be exposed to asbestos fibres whilst at 
work.  

• Asbestos licensing requirements, e.g. in terms of asbestos removal, most work must be 
carried out by a licensed contractor, although any decision as to whether work is 'licensable' 
is based on the risk (see section below on ‘Working with Asbestos’).  

 
 
The management of asbestos in buildings 
 
Duty holders for non-domestic buildings* e.g. employer, landlord, owner or those** in control of a 
building, should: -  
 

• Take reasonable steps to determine the location and condition of materials likely to contain 
asbestos by checking for any past information regarding asbestos in the building, e.g. from 
asbestos surveys, insurance reports, CDM Health and Safety Files, etc.  



 

 

• Presume materials contain asbestos, unless there are good reasons for the materials not to 
contain asbestos. Asbestos can be presumed to be present or be confirmed to be present by 
a more detailed survey.  

• Make and maintain a written record, “Asbestos Register”, of the location and type of asbestos 
in the ACMs and presumed ACMs.  

• Carryout a suitable and sufficient risk assessment for the potential exposure from the ACMs 
and presumed ACMs.  

• Prepare a written plan of the actions and measures necessary to manage the risk, 
‘Management Plan’ and take steps to ensure that these actions are carried out. Priority needs 
to be given to damaged materials, whereas asbestos that is not damaged can be left in place.  

• Inform relevant persons, including contractors, of the location of the asbestos in the building, 
e.g. by labelling, training, issuing a permit to work, licensing, etc.  

• Regularly assess, at least annually, and monitor the condition of the ACMs and presumed 
ACMs.  

• At least annually, review the management plan including records and drawings.  

• Keep all asbestos records up to date by regularly reviewing and monitoring the condition of all 
asbestos in the building.  

 
*includes common areas of some domestic premises, e.g. purpose-built flats.  
 
** Where there are shared responsibilities for the premises, duty holders have a duty to cooperate 
with each other, e.g. provide each other relevant information about ACMs present.  
 
Duty holders should assign a person within their organisation to be responsible for managing any 
asbestos in the premises.  
 
Basic Principles of Asbestos Management: -  
 

• Asbestos is only dangerous when disturbed.  

• If asbestos is safely managed and contained, it should not present a health hazard.  

• Do not remove asbestos unnecessarily as removing it can be more dangerous than leaving it 
in place and managing it.  

• Not all asbestos materials present the same risk, e.g. spray lagging contains approx. 85% 
asbestos whereas asbestos cement roofing will only contain 13% asbestos.  

• If it is uncertain whether materials contain asbestos, presume they do and treat them as such.  

• Remember that the duty to manage is to assure there are in place practical steps to protect 
maintenance workers and other persons from the risk of exposure to asbestos.  

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Asbestos Surveys  
 
Although not a legal requirement, it is recommended that an asbestos survey of the premises is 
undertaken by competent persons, e.g. UKAS accredited surveyors. The purpose of a survey is to: -  
 

• Provide information on the location, type, amount and condition of ACMs.  

• Assess the level of damage or deterioration in the ACMs and whether remedial action is 
required.  

• Help identify all the ACMs to be removed before refurbishment work or demolition.  
 
The survey information can then be used to prepare an asbestos register and an asbestos plan of the 
building(s).  
 
There are two types of survey for ACMs and the duty-holder and surveyor need to be clear on the 
type of survey needed, where it is to be undertaken and what records are required.  
 
 
Management Survey 
  
The purpose of the Management Survey is to help manage ACMs during the normal occupation and 
use of premises. The duty-holder can make a Management Survey where the premises are simple 
and straightforward. Otherwise, a competent surveyor is needed.  
 
A Management Survey aims to ensure that: -  
 

• nobody is harmed by the continuing presence of ACMs in the premises or equipment, that the 
ACMs remain in good condition and that nobody disturbs it accidentally.  

 
This Survey must locate ACMs that could be damaged or disturbed by normal activities, by 
foreseeable maintenance, or by installing new equipment. It involves minor intrusion and minor 
asbestos disturbance to make an assessment of the ACMs. This shows the ability of ACMs, if 
disturbed, to release fibres into the air and guides the duty holder, e.g. in prioritising any remedial 
work.  
 
Where asbestos is found or suspected, then everyone who needs to know about it, e.g. maintenance 
workers, should be informed. It is recommended that a warning label, as below, is used at the 
location, where practicable; 



 

 

 
 

 
Refurbishment / Demolition Survey  
 
The Refurbishment/Demolition Survey is required where the premises or part of needs upgrading, 
refurbishment or demolition.  
 
Normally, a surveyor is needed to undertake a Refurbishment/Demolition survey. The survey does not 
need a record of the ACM condition.  
 
A Refurbishment/Demolition Survey aims to ensure that: -  
 

• Nobody will be harmed by work on ACMs in the premises or equipment and the work will be 
undertaken by the right contractor in the correct manner.  

 
This survey must locate and identify all ACMs at a stated location or on stated equipment at the 
premises before any structural work begins. It involves destructive inspection and asbestos 
disturbance. The area surveyed must be vacated and certified 'fit for reoccupation' after the survey.  
 
 
Selecting a surveyor  
 
When selecting a surveying organisation, it is advisable to choose one accredited by the United 
Kingdom Accreditation Service, UKAS. The surveying organisation will have had to demonstrate that 
they: -  
 

• Have survey knowledge and know the risks in surveying.  

• Have appropriately trained and experienced surveyors and are able to recognise their own 
limitations.  



 

 

• Use a quality management system.  

• Show independence, impartiality and integrity.  

• Undertake work in accordance with good practice guidance, e.g. as in HSG264.  
 
It is advisable to choose an organisation whose individual surveyors have been trained in asbestos 
surveying, e.g. those provided by British Occupational Hygiene Society (BOHS) and all have relevant 
and adequate experience.  
 
Where external specialists are commissioned to undertake surveys, it is advisable to first obtain 
evidence of their competence and experience in dealing with asbestos for the type of premises being 
surveyed. It will also be necessary to ascertain exactly what tasks will be performed, any areas where 
they will not be accessing and ask for examples of survey reports. 
 
Citation, who have been working in association with SPVS since 2001, provide Asbestos Survey 
services within the Citation Group of companies. For more details please contact Citation on 0345 
241 5250 or via additionalservices@citation.co.uk.     
 
 
Laboratory analysis  
 
Where samples are sent to a laboratory for bulk analysis for asbestos, the laboratory must conform to 
the requirements of ISO/IEC 17025 and be accredited by a recognised accreditation body, i.e. UKAS. 
In order for a laboratory to be accredited they should be able to demonstrate its competence to carry 
out bulk asbestos analysis through: - 
  

• Staff training records.  

• Certificates from external training providers.  

• Participation in quality assurance schemes.  

• Internal proficiency testing programmes.  

• Satisfactory performance in national proficiency testing programmes.  

• Replicate analysis checks of a proportion of the routine samples.  
 
 
Working with asbestos  
 
Workers engaging in building, maintenance, repair or installation work could be exposed to asbestos 
fibres released from ACMs, e.g. roofing sheets, ceiling tiles, pipe insulation or lagging.  
 
Workers who are especially vulnerable to exposure to asbestos include building surveyors, 
caretakers, carpenters, construction workers, electricians, fire and burglar alarm installers, roofers, 
gas fitters, heating and ventilation engineers, joiners, painters and decorators, plasterers, plumbers, 
shop fitters and telecommunications engineers.  
 
There are certain legal requirements that must be followed when working with, or where workers may 
potentially come into contact with, ACMs. There are three work categories: - 
  



 

 

• Workers who may potentially disturb asbestos (but not work with ACMs).  

• Non-licensable work.  

• Licensable work.  
 
 
Workers who may potentially disturb asbestos (but do not work with ACMs).  
 
Workers are not permitted to work with asbestos unless they have received the appropriate training. 
There is a legal requirement for those who may potentially disturb asbestos, but not actually work with 
ACMS, to undergo an asbestos awareness training course*. The content of this course, to be 
provided in written and oral instruction and if necessary, include a demonstration, should comprise: - 
  

• The properties of asbestos and its effects on health, including the increased risk of lung 
cancer for asbestos workers who 
smoke.  

• The types use and likely occurrence of asbestos and ACMs in buildings and plant.  

• The general procedures to be followed to deal with an emergency, e.g. an uncontrolled 
release of asbestos dust into the workplace.  

• How to avoid the risks from asbestos, e.g. for building work no employee should carry out 
work which disturbs the fabric of a building unless the employer has confirmed that ACMs are 
not present.  

 
*It is advisable to undergo annual refresher asbestos awareness training.  
 
Prior to the commencement of any work on premises, trades people/contractors should request a 
copy of the asbestos register from those in charge of the premises, e.g. the owner, occupier, principal 
contractor (working with the Principal Designer), contractor or client. If a register does not exist, those 
in charge should be requested to arrange for an asbestos survey to be undertaken, to include taking 
and analysis of samples, where necessary.  
 
Contractors should prepare risk assessments and safe systems of work where asbestos may be 
present, so that asbestos is not accidently uncovered or disturbed. An emergency plan should also be 
developed in case asbestos fibres are released.  
 
Workers should stop work if there is a suspicion that ACMs are present and inform their supervisors 
immediately. 
 
 
 
 
Non-licensable work  
 
This normally involves work with asbestos containing materials of sporadic and of low intensity 
exposure, which means e.g. work on less dangerous asbestos containing materials, such as, textured 
coatings or asbestos cement. It can also include short duration work where the total time spent by all 
workers working with these materials does not exceed two hours in a seven-day period, including time 
spent setting up, cleaning and clearing up, and no one person works for more than one hour in a 



 

 

seven-day period.  
 
Anyone undertaking non-licensed work must be suitably trained and competent.  
 
Also, work is classed as non-licensed work where: - 
  

• It is clear from the risk assessment that the exposure of any employee to asbestos will not 
exceed legal Control Limits*.  

• The removal of materials in which the asbestos fibres are firmly linked in a matrix e.g. 
reinforced plastics/bitumen.  

• The encapsulation or sealing of asbestos-containing materials which are in good condition.  

• Carrying out air monitoring and control and the collection and analysis of samples to ascertain 
whether a specific material 
contains asbestos.  

 
*Control Limits  
Worker exposure must be below the airborne exposure limit (Control Limit). The Asbestos Regulations state a 
single legal ‘Control Limit’ for all types of asbestos of 0.1 fibres per cm 3. A Control Limit is a maximum 
concentration of asbestos fibres in the air (averaged over any continuous 4-hour period) that must not be 
exceeded. In addition, short term exposure must be strictly controlled, and worker exposure should not exceed 
0.6 fibres per cm 3 of air averaged over any continuous 10-minute period using respiratory protective equipment if 
exposure cannot be reduced sufficiently using other means. Any work which is likely to result in exposures at or 
above this Control Limit cannot be considered to be sporadic and of low intensity and should therefore only be 
carried out by a licensed contractor.  
 
Those organisations undertaking non-licensable work should check, prior to the commencement of 
work, the asbestos register for the premises, assess the risks from exposure to asbestos for the 
planned task and plan a safe system of work which should include: -  
 

• Using workers who have had specific asbestos training for ‘non-licensed’ work and are 
competent.  
 

• Methods to minimise disturbance and spread of asbestos fibres.  
 

• Emergency procedures.  
 

• Informing relevant people of the work to be performed and restrict access to the work areas.  
 

• Provision of suitable equipment including Respiratory Protective Equipment (RPE) and 
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), together with procedures for cleaning down equipment 
at the end of the work to prevent cross contamination. 
  

• Regular inspections of the area during the work and on completion, check that the area is 
acceptable for reuse. 
  

• Making suitable arrangements for the disposal of any asbestos waste produced including 
used PPE.  

 
 



 

 

Notifiable non-licensed work NNLW  
 
Certain non-licensable work classed as Notifiable Non-licensed Work (NNLW), will require notification 
to the relevant enforcing authority using the HSE online form ASB NNLW1 (via 
https://extranet.hse.gov.uk/lfserver/external/asbnnlw1 ) which must be used for this purpose 
before work commences. NNLW covers work where exposure to asbestos fibres is sporadic and of 
low intensity and will not exceed the legal control limit (0.1 asbestos fibres/cm3 of air averaged over 
any continuous 4-hour period). 
 
A key criterion to determine if the work is notifiable is based on how friable the asbestos containing 
material is and whether it will be disturbed. The more friable the material the more likely the work will 
have to be notified.  
 
A further consideration in respect of removal work only, is whether the asbestos is, e.g. coated, 
covered or contained within another material, such as cement, paint or plastic i.e. is deemed to be 
firmly bonded to a matrix. If such materials are to be removed, the work would not need to be notified 
as NNLW unless the material was significantly damaged and therefore more likely to release fibres.  
 
The decision as to whether NNLW or not will be based on the condition of the asbestos containing 
material and judgement of a competent person.  
 
In summary, to decide if notification is exempt, the following conditions have to be met:  
 
1. The exposure to asbestos of employees is sporadic and of low intensity and  

 
2. It is clear from the risk assessment that the exposure to asbestos of any employee will not exceed 

the control limit and:  
 
3. The work falls into one of the following categories:  
 

• short, non-continuous maintenance task whilst working only with non-friable asbestos 
containing materials, 
  

• removal, without deterioration of non-degraded materials where the asbestos is firmly 
contained within a matrix, e.g. cement or plastic, 
  

• where the asbestos containing materials are in good condition and are being sealed or 
encapsulated, 
  

• air monitoring and control or collection and analysis of asbestos samples.  
 

Examples of work requiring notification include:  
 

• Repairing minor damage to a small section of pipe with asbestos insulation where the exterior 
coating has been broken or damaged. 
  

• Short duration removal of asbestos insulation board panels fixed with nails or screws.  
 

https://extranet.hse.gov.uk/lfserver/external/asbnnlw1


 

 

• Removal of textured decorative coatings where the method of removal requires deterioration 
of the material, e.g. where the material is treated by steam, hydrating gel, etc. and scraped off 
the underlying surface.  

• Removal of asbestos paper and cardboard products if not firmly bonded in a matrix.  

• Maintenance work on asbestos cement (AC) which cannot be described as short and non-
continuous, but which does not require a licence because exposure is sporadic and of low 
intensity and will not exceed the control limit.  

• Entering a loft space above an asbestos insulation board ceiling where there has been no 
cleaning or decontamination.  

 
• Removal of asbestos cement which is substantially degraded, e.g. badly fire damaged 

material, or where significant breakage (deterioration) is unavoidable to achieve removal.  
 
Examples of work that is not NNLW include: -  
 

• Drilling holes in Asbestos insulation board (AIB) which is in good condition, for cables to be 
passed through or for attaching fittings.  

• Removal of gaskets or asbestos rope from heating appliances which can be lifted out intact.  

• Removing door with AIB fire proofing.  

• Drilling holes, painting, inserting screws in textured decorative coatings.  
 
Note all the above must be short, non-continuous maintenance work. 
 
From 30 April 2015, organisations that undertake NNLW need to ensure that medical examinations 
are carried out on their employees and repeated every 3 years whilst the employee continues to do 
NNLW. After this date all workers undertaking NNLW for the first time are required to have a medical 
examination before they commence the work.  
 
 
Training for non-licensable asbestos work  
 
Workers who plan to carry out work or who may knowingly disturb lower risk ACMs (that does not 
require a licence, such as drilling holes in ACMs, removing floor tiles containing asbestos) should 
attend job specific training which includes e.g.: - 
  

• The topics covered for asbestos awareness training (see above).  

• Undertaking asbestos risk assessments and developing safe systems of working.  

• Selecting and use of work equipment including RPE and PPE.  

• Decontamination and waste handling procedures.  

• Emergency procedures.  

• Control limits and the purpose of air monitoring.  

• Procedures for recording, reporting and correcting defects.  



 

 

• Medical examination requirements under NNLW.  

• Other work hazards e.g. work at height.  
 
Refresher training is required at least annually and more often if work methods, equipment, etc., 
change.  
 
The HSE publish guidelines for working with ACMs and they can be found at 
www.hse.gov.uk/asbestos/essentials/ and include good working practice sheets such as:  
 

• Work with asbestos cement.  

• Working with textured coatings containing asbestos.  

• Safe work with undamaged asbestos materials.  

• Removal and replacement of other asbestos containing materials.  

• Equipment and method sheets.  

• Strictly controlled minor work on Asbestos Insulating Board.  
 
 
Licensable work  
 
Licensable work involves working with the most dangerous asbestos containing materials, e.g. 
sprayed insulation, lagging and asbestos insulating board and requires notification to the relevant 
enforcing authority (HSE form FOD ASB5 can be used for this purpose) before work commences.  
 
Organisations that undertake Licensable work will require a licence from the HSE and will also be 
required by the HSE to undergo a formal assessment to test their theoretical knowledge and practical 
experience of working with asbestos. Note: The HSE maintain a list of licensed contractors. A good 
understanding of relevant legislation will be required together with an asbestos policy.  
 
Operatives, supervisors and managers working for a licensed contractor will need to attend specific 
training.  
 
Training for licensed contractors will include providing information and instruction on: - 
 

• Properties of asbestos and its effect on health. 
 

• Types of products or materials likely to contain asbestos. 
 

• Operations which could result in asbestos exposure and the importance of preventative 
measures. 

 
• Safe work practices. 

 
• Selection use and maintenance of equipment including respiratory protective equipment. 

 
• Emergency and decontamination procedures. 

 
• Waste handling procedures. 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/asbestos/essentials/


 

 

 
• Medical examination requirements. 

 
• Asbestos control limits and the need for monitoring. 

 
There are many additional requirements to be a licensed contractor which are outside the scope of 
this Fact sheet and specialist advice should be sought. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Licensed work vs Non-Licensed work 
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