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Asbestos in schools briefing
About JUAC 
Founded in 2010, the Joint Union Asbestos Committee (JUAC) is a non-party political group that seeks to protect education workers and pupils from the dangers of asbestos in schools.  JUAC’s ultimate goal is for a Government funded phased removal of all asbestos in schools and colleges, starting with the most dangerous first. JUAC also campaigns to raise awareness about asbestos in schools and for improved asbestos management. 
The JUAC members are representatives from ASCL, GMB, NAHT, NASUWT, NEU, UCU, UNISON, Unite the Union, and Voice. 

Since 2016, JUAC has worked closely with the asbestos campaigner Lucie Stephens, following the death from her mother, a former primary school teacher, from mesothelioma. Lucie has started an online petition calling for asbestos to be removed from schools - 

https://you.38degrees.org.uk/petitions/protect-our-children-and-teachers-from-asbestos-exposure-in-schools  

Key issues 
Nearly 90% of schools contain asbestos. Any school built before 2000 may contain asbestos, although much of it was installed during the 1940s – 1970s and is now in a poor and deteriorating condition. When asbestos containing materials (ACMs) are in a poor condition, they are more likely to release asbestos fibres. 
Asbestos was used widely in the construction of schools and can be found in various locations including: walls and ceilings, floor tiles, air cabinet heaters, pipe lagging, cement products, roof tiles and toilet cisterns. 

Over 12,000 schools are system built, and these buildings can contain substantial amounts of hidden asbestos and asbestos integrated into the structure of the building. 

Asbestos is being routinely disturbed in schools, through day to day activities such as putting pins into walls and ceilings to display materials, by contractors, flooding, water ingress, fires, draughts and weathering. Asbestos is more likely to be disturbed in schools because of the presence of children, who engage in normal but boisterous behaviours such as slamming doors, running into walls and scraping chairs – these activities can all disturb asbestos. 
When asbestos fibres are breathed in, this can lead to the development of a number of asbestos related diseases. There is no known threshold for asbestos exposure, and therefore just one fibre could lead to the development of disease in later life. Mesothelioma is a fatal cancer of the stomach and lung lining which is almost exclusively caused by exposure to asbestos fibres. It is associated with frequent, low level exposure to asbestos. 

Staff and former pupils are dying from mesothelioma 
Increasing numbers of school staff are dying from mesothelioma because of asbestos exposure in schools. . Forty teachers and members of school staff died from mesothelioma in 2017 – an increase of over 30% from the previous year. Between 1980 and 2016, at least 363 school teaching professionals died from mesothelioma, and 249 of these deaths were since 2001. School teachers are now dying from mesothelioma at an average of 19 per year, up from 3 per year in 1930.
 In the same period, at least 165 higher and further education teachers have also died from mesothelioma. It is likely that these figures are a significant underestimation, as they do not include anyone over the age of 74. Because mesothelioma has a long latency period (10-60 years), it is possible that around half of deaths occur after the age of 74
We know that school support staff are also dying from mesothelioma. Between 2003 and 2016, 8 school secretaries, 8 nursery nurses, 29 teaching assistants and 21 school midday assistants died from mesothelioma. Other support staff are also dying, but the exact figures are unknown because of the way the occupational health statistics are recorded. 
Former pupils are also dying as adults because they were exposed to asbestos while a pupil at school. In 2013, the Government’s Committee on Carcinogenicity concluded that children are more vulnerable to asbestos exposure than adults and the younger the child, the greater the risk. The lifetime risk of developing mesothelioma for a five year old exposed to asbestos is around five times greater than the risk for a thirty year old. Professor Julian Peto, a leading epidemiologist has estimated that around 200-300 adults die each year from mesothelioma because they were exposed to asbestos at school. 
Westminster/Welsh Government and HSE position 
Government policy on asbestos in schools reflects Health and Safety Executive (HSE) advice which states that wherever possible asbestos containing materials should be left in situ, managed and in some cases encapsulated. Neither the Westminster nor Welsh Government has a policy of phased removal of asbestos from schools.
Why does JUAC disagree with this approach? 
JUAC firmly believes the current Government policy does not safeguard the health of children and school staff and instead, all asbestos in schools should be removed, starting with the most dangerous first. This is because it is extremely difficult, and in some cases impossible for asbestos in schools to be managed safely. 
JUAC believes that the Government has only been able to sustain its current policy because people who die from asbestos exposure in schools do so many years later. This makes it much easier for responsibility for exposure to be evaded. Despite this, Freedom of Information (FOI) requests to all local authorities in England and Wale in 2016 found that at least £10 million had been paid in compensation to people who had been exposed to asbestos in schools.
 
Most members of school staff are not told whether their school contains asbestos, and even fewer know where it is located. Therefore, they are unable to take steps to avoid disturbing it. A survey of teachers in 2017 found that nearly half of all respondents had not been told whether their school contained asbestos. Of those who had been told their school contained asbestos, nearly 75% said it was in locations accessible to staff and children.
 
Currently, neither Government holds records about which schools contain asbestos and the location and condition of this asbestos, and this lack of knowledge was criticised by the Public Accounts Committee in 2017 and 2019
. The DfE has said that the 2017-19 Condition Data Collection (CDC) – England only - will help to fill this gap in knowledge. However, the CDC only asks whether the school has an asbestos management plan – it does not include any proactive checks on the accuracy of the plan or its implementation. 
In March 2018, the DfE launched the Asbestos Management Assurance Process (AMAP) -England only - in order to get ‘assurances’ from responsible bodies (local authorities, academy trusts, governing bodies etc) that they were managing the asbestos in their schools in line with legal requirements. Despite calls to do so, the DfE did not make the AMAP mandatory. The AMAP deadline was  pushed back several times, and was finally due to close in mid February 2019, nearly a year after it was originally opened. The DfE announced in late 2018 that assurances had only been received from 53% of schools.

Policy solutions 

JUAC believes that Government should prioritise the following policies in order to protect staff and pupils from the dangers of asbestos in schools: 
1. Collect comprehensive and accurate data on the extent, type and condition of all asbestos in schools. 
2. Use this data to develop a Government funded programme of phased removal of all asbestos in schools, starting with the most dangerous first. In some cases, it will be more economical to rebuild the school than remove all of the asbestos.  
3. Support duty holders by providing Government funded mandatory training and support for duty holders in managing asbestos. 
4. Encourage a policy of openness about asbestos in schools, with parents and school staff being updated annually about the presence and condition of asbestos in their school and the steps being taken to manage it. 
5. Reinstate proactive HSE inspections in schools, ensuring targeted inspections of asbestos are undertaken. 
� � HYPERLINK "https://www.teachers.org.uk/help-and-advice/health-and-safety/a/asbestos-mesothelioma-deaths-summary" �https://www.teachers.org.uk/help-and-advice/health-and-safety/a/asbestos-mesothelioma-deaths-summary� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-38167560" �http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-38167560�


� � HYPERLINK "https://www.teachers.org.uk/help-and-advice/health-and-safety/a/asbestos-survey-report-2017" �https://www.teachers.org.uk/help-and-advice/health-and-safety/a/asbestos-survey-report-2017� 


� � HYPERLINK "https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-46961752" �https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-46961752� 


� � HYPERLINK "https://neu.org.uk/latest/pac-%E2%80%98seriously-concerned%E2%80%99-about-government%E2%80%99s-approach-asbestos-management-schools" �https://neu.org.uk/latest/pac-%E2%80%98seriously-concerned%E2%80%99-about-government%E2%80%99s-approach-asbestos-management-schools� 
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