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What happens when you find asbestos at a site being considered for development?
How do you assess the potential hazard and the cost consequences of such a
discovery?
Coworkers and I have spent the last 15 years developing an improved set of methods
for measuring asbestos in various environmental media, which are unique because
they can be used to support quantitative asbestos risk assessment. These methods(1-4)
have been published as U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) interim methods
and have been employed successfully at various sites around the country.
The soil/bulk method(3,4) is particularly useful because it has been shown to provide
results that can be combined with properly adapted emission and dispersion models to
predict airborne asbestos concentrations that may be produced by the release of
asbestos(5). Such procedures can be applied to any of a broad range of activities that
might disturb asbestos-containing soils or other bulk materials. In contrast, traditional
methods (based on polarized light microscopy) have been shown to be unreliable as
predictors of asbestos exposure.(5,6)
We have also developed a companion protocol for conducting asbestos-related risks
(based on appropriate measurements) that is supported by a comprehensive review
and reconciliation of the literature and supplemented with additional studies. (7) The
protocol defines a new exposure index (size range of structures to be included in the
determination of exposure) that appears to better represent biologically active
structures (and, therefore, better predict risk) than the set of structures included in
traditional analyses of asbestos.
To assess risk using the protocol, asbestos exposure must be determined in terms of
the defined exposure index and exposure estimates are combined with a properly
matched set of dose-response factors using procedures that are unambiguous and
quantitative. In contrast, the traditional approach for assessing asbestos risks in
current use lacks such specificity, which leads to unavoidable ambiguity and thus limits
its utility.
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Although the protocol represents neither EPA policy nor current practice, it is now
being scheduled for formal EPA peer review. Moreover, the methods and protocol are
being applied at a variety of government and private sites with good success and some
of the resulting risk assessments are now publicly available.
With these new procedures, it is now possible to perform quantitative risk assessment
at asbestos sites. This means that it is now possible to distinguish asbestos-containing
sites that pose a real threat to human health (so that they need to be managed) from
those that do not. It is also possible to distinguish potentially problematic activities that
may release asbestos from soils and rocks at unacceptable rates (so that they need to
be managed) from activities that are inherently safe. Thus, use of these new
procedures will allow effective focusing of asbestos-management requirements for any
kind of site where asbestos (either naturally occurring or in asbestos-containing debris)
is present and where activities are conducted that might promote its release.
Among other things, the new procedures, when incorporated into a properly designed
study, can be applied to asbestos-related issues that may affect the attractiveness of
certain development projects. In such instances, the new methods can reliably and
cost-effectively support responsible decisions concerning:

!

whether asbestos is present at concentrations that might pose a concern;

!

(if present), whether it poses and unacceptable hazard; or

!

(if it poses and unacceptable hazard), what magnitude of remediation or type of
management (and the associated costs) might be required to mitigate or control
the hazard.

In contrast, traditional methods and procedures may not provide the reliable data
needed for supporting such judgements.
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