Asbestos Exposure - Asbestos In Older Homes
If you own or live in a home that was built before 1980, you are probably surrounded with asbestos containing materials. This is especially true if your home was built between 1945 and 1980, but even older homes may have been renovated with new floors and walls or decorative paints that contained asbestos. The dangers of asbestos are well-known now, but weren’t known by the public during the years that these buildings were being constructed. Asbestos may have been used in insulation, walls, ceilings, pipe coverings, ceiling and floor tiles and more. 
Being aware of where asbestos is located in your home will allow you to take steps to avoid being exposed to airborne asbestos fibers, a known health hazard that can cause lung cancer, asbestosis and mesothelioma, a rare cancer that affects the lining of the lungs, heart or abdominal cavity. For more information, please see “Asbestosis Overview,” “Mesothelioma Overview,” and “Other Cancers due to Asbestos Exposure.”
Where will I find asbestos in my home?

Asbestos was used in nearly 3,000 products over the course of those years. Many of them were household items, and many more were materials used in construction. These are some of the most common places that you will find asbestos in your older home.

Insulation

Insulation is perhaps the most obvious and well-known place to find asbestos in your home. There were many different types of asbestos-containing insulation that were used to insulate homes during those decades. It was so commonly found in insulation that the workers who installed it were usually simply referred to as asbestos workers. You’ll find asbestos in blown-in insulation between wall and attic joists as well as in fiberglass insulation that may be loose in between floor joints and ceilings. As long as the asbestos is undisturbed and enclosed by the walls, or covered, it presents no danger.

Flooring

Some floor tiles and most sheet vinyl floor coverings were made with asbestos. Asbestos was often mixed into the backing of sheet vinyl floor covering and in the adhesive used to affix floor tiles to the floor. Asbestos fibers can be released into the air when floor tiles are torn up or old sheet vinyl flooring is replaced.

Popcorn ceilings

Acoustical ceiling panels often used in drop ceilings often contained asbestos, as did textured ceiling tiles. Textured paints that were used on walls and ceilings to add architectural detail often contained asbestos. Asbestos fibers can be released when the tiles start to deteriorate, or when the drop ceilings are removed.

Decorative plaster

During the 1950s through the early 1970s, textured wall and ceiling treatments were very popular, particularly in subdivision and suburban homes. The ceilings and walls were often covered with troweled-on plaster or joint compound that was swirled in decorative patterns. Sanding or scraping the decorative covering can release asbestos fibers.

Oven and furnace insulation

Asbestos panels were often used as insulation under and behind furnaces and stoves. The asbestos may be released if those walls or floors are damaged or destroyed. There may also be asbestos in the stripping around furnace and oven doors that can become a health hazard when the material becomes damaged. 

Pipe insulation

Pipes were often insulated with paper or foam sleeves containing asbestos, and joints were sometimes covered with asbestos containing plaster or grout. Asbestos can be released into the air during plumbing or HVAC repairs or renovations. The same holds true of furnace insulation. It’s not uncommon for older boilers to have been wrapped in asbestos jackets, and then covered with plaster to contain the asbestos in older years. Disturbing the covering can release asbestos into the air.

Walls and Wallboard

Asbestos containing wallboard was widely used to frame walls in developments and subdivisions. In addition to the wallboard itself, the joint compound used to smooth seams and patch holes nearly always contained asbestos. As long as the walls are undamaged, the asbestos is not a danger, however care should be taken when drilling or punching holes in walls to avoid the release of asbestos. Plumbers and electricians are at particular risk for asbestos exposure in this way.

Electrical insulation

The tape around electrical wires and sometimes the plastic coating the wires often contained asbestos. Older electrical outlets may have been packed with asbestos insulation to prevent overheating from causing fires, and paper tape wrapped around electrical junctions often contained asbestos. The most likely time for electrical insulation to become an asbestos hazard is during electrical renovations and repairs.

What should I do if I find asbestos in my home?
If you think you’ve found asbestos in your home, the first thing you should do is have your suspicions confirmed. Contact a licensed asbestos surveyor to do an asbestos survey in your home and inform you of the results. Even if your suspicions are confirmed, don’t panic. Most asbestos in your home will not be a danger unless it is damaged. 

If the asbestos is in an area of your home that is isolated and the asbestos is unlikely to be disturbed, the EPA recommends that you simply leave it alone. Monitor the area to watch for damage that might release asbestos fibers, but otherwise avoid disturbing it. 

If the asbestos containing material is damaged or is in an area where it is likely to be damaged or disturbed, contact a licensed asbestos abatement professional for advice. In most cases, it is far safer and cheaper to encapsulate the asbestos in place than it is to remove it.

The only times when it makes more sense to remove the asbestos instead of abating it in place is if you are doing renovations or demolition that will release the asbestos. In that case, you should contact an asbestos removal firm and have the asbestos professionally removed before proceeding with the renovations. For further information, please see the asbestos abatement resources at the Asbestos and Mesothelioma Center.
