Asbestos in Law Enforcement:
Tiny Fiber, Big Hazard
Sydney Simmons
Although heavily regulated and banned for some uses, asbestos still poses a threat in the workplace, particularly to first responders and emergency personnel who must enter unsafe structures on a regular basis. This includes law enforcement officers, who assume a variety of other responsibilities in their profession which can also lead to asbestos exposure. What makes asbestos a continued threat to officers of the law is its past popularity, particularly as a construction material. 

Because officers must often respond to calls in all kinds of buildings, including older, lower class housing which is poorly maintained, they regularly enter structures with a high likelihood of containing dangerous materials. Unfortunately, with the obvious direct threats they face in their day-to-day job duties, these environmental hazards are easily overlooked. When tracking down suspects, investigating crimes or responding to accidents, officers have little time to worry about their own safety. Furthermore, differentiating asbestos-containing-materials from safe materials is nearly impossible for the untrained eye.
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Vermiculite contaminated with asbestos fibers. Image Courtesy of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

However, there are preventative actions officers can take while on duty. First, it is important to realize asbestos remains relatively safe when undisturbed. Therefore, when police officers do respond to calls in older buildings, they should take care to avoid making unnecessary contact with any materials or stir up dust. When disturbed, tiny asbestos particles can stay suspended in the air for long periods of time, creating a serious inhalation and ingestion threat. This is especially true at crime scenes in dilapidated buildings. Here officers should assume all such locations hold asbestos and act accordingly. With the high traffic that accompanies investigations in such locations, all officers present who do not take proper precaution are at risk. 

Police officers also face an asbestos risk from the very headquarters they return to after getting off field duty. Unfortunately, many older police stations still contain asbestos materials from their past construction with unsafe building materials, which may include older flooring, roofing or insulation materials. This includes an incident from this past June where the state intervened with a small Central Texas station which allegedly failed to remove asbestos materials after an inspector uncovered asbestos flooring materials. Obviously, asbestos abatement in these outdated facilities should be a top priority for police precincts, as unaddressed, long term asbestos exposure presents the greatest risk of disease development.
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Proper asbestos abatement with protective clothing, respiration equipment, plastic barriers and HVAC units. Image Courtesy of the U.S. Department of Health. 


However, officers in the field also deserve protection, and communities should recognize their need for proper respiratory equipment when entering poorly-maintained structures. While regular face masks may help prevent some inhalation risks, only respiration devices designed to specifically prevent the intake of tiny asbestos particles will offer full protection. Officers need this equipment to be readily available so they can quickly access it prior to entering uncertain locations. Finally, police officers must recognize that asbestos particles can attach to clothing and hair. This means these men and women can bring these dangerous fibers home with them if they do not have access to facilities where they can change or properly clean their equipment. 

With all that police officers do for their communities, it is imperative this major threat is recognized and consideration is given to ensure their safety as well. This means stations must regularly undergo inspection to ensure asbestos fibers from past construction are not present. If such materials are, cities must make certain these materials are professionally abated. Furthermore, officers deserve the protective equipment that will keep them safe in the field, as well as proper facilities at the station to ensure these dangerous fibers are not brought home to infect their families. With such dire consequences of asbestos exposure that leads to disease, including an extremely low mesothelioma survival rate, we owe it to those who look after our safety to return the favor on occasion and help make their profession safer in any way we can.   

