Asbestos and Police

A police officer needs to have the ability to handle many challenges on the job. They are often first responders to the scenes of alarms, accidents and disasters.  When arriving to the scene a major focus of the job is safety for themselves and for those they are assisting.  The officer may ask themselves, “Am I at risk?” “Are others at risk?”  Although, the danger may not be imminent or known, the truth is that they are at risk for silent killers as well.  There are many dangers and hazards that lurk when dealing with fires, disasters, and accidents.  One of these silent but deadly killers is asbestos.

Asbestos is a microscopic mineral that was used extensively in the construction of buildings.  It was predominantly used during the early to mid 1900s.  Use of asbestos peaked in the US in the 1970’s at 804,000 tons. In 1999, the U.S. used about 15,000 metric tons of asbestos.  Bans have been put in place to stop the production and use of this item now that the hazards have been identified.  Currently, asbestos is not fully banned in America.  At the time they were being used the dangers were not fully understood.  Asbestos was used in:

· Ceilings

· Flooring

· Basements

· Attics

· Roofing materials

· Furnaces

· Piping

It was used as an insulator; used to combat and resist high temperatures.  Some countries are still producing and using asbestos today.  Asbestos exposure can lead to the development of mesothelioma, a rare and deadly form of cancer.  Most mesothelioma cases develop during occupational exposure.  Veterans and the elderly make up the largest portion of cases.  The elderly make up a large percentage due to the long latency period associated with mesothelioma.  It can take anywhere from 20 to 50 years for symptoms to appear.  Many veterans were exposed years ago during the war and during their time working in shipyards.  Now that years have gone by they are experiencing symptoms of mesothelioma.  Unfortunately at the time of exposure the military didn’t know that this could one day potentially harm those enlisted.  Our site has an extensive list of a variety of different occupations that could have potentially put people at risk for asbestos exposure.    Asbestos fibers are released into the air when these products are burned or when they age and fall apart.  The tiny little fibers are then inhaled and attach to the mesothelial lining of the lungs risking the possibility of developing mesothelioma.  Mesothelioma can develop into four different kinds, pleural (lungs), peritoneal (abdomen), pericardial (heart) and testicular. 

Many buildings that an officer may have to enter in the line of duty may contain asbestos.  One of the differences for firefighters and police officers that are present at a fire is that the firefighters wear masks to protect them from breathing in hazardous material while dealing with the fire.  Even though the police officers are standing away from the fire they are still put in harm’s way.  The asbestos fibers that are released in the air have the potential to be inhaled by the officers.  The fibers can stay suspended in the air for days at a time.  It can be helpful and effective to put water on products that contain asbestos to help prevent the fibers from releasing into the air.  Even though firefighters wear masks in the fire they often want to take them off the moment the fire is out.  It is important that they wear them even after the fire is out because the fibers are still in the air.  

The World Trade Center Towers 1 and 2 were constructed from 1968-1971 with an estimated 400 tons of asbestos.  After the 9/11 attacks on the WTC asbestos fibers were released exposing an estimated 410,000 people.  Since then, 204 of the first responders have passed away.  55 died from lung cancer or other related cancers.  

Recently in the news, there have been numerous police stations found to contain asbestos.  This has been an issue especially in New South Wales.  It has been found that more than thirty-eight different police stations have been affected by asbestos as well as 210 police houses.  Police are working on efforts to increase the number of health checks.

Also, The Fraternal Order of Police in Philadelphia has cited the presence of asbestos in the 22nd district in North Philadelphia in a formal complaint to the city. 

In the line of duty there is no telling what could happen.  If an officer suspects the presence of asbestos they should vacate the premise and notify a supervisor. The results of asbestos can be devastating for a family.  This conversation continues at the Mesothelioma Center Twitter and the Mesothelioma Center Facebook.
