
Supplement to Asbestos GN 4th edition: 

Materials commonly encountered by surveyors – examples and case 

studies 

All RICS members are potentially at risk from asbestos in a number of ways. Firstly, they are 

at risk from exposure while visiting premises, but also in the advice they provide to clients 

and when managing premises where ACMs are present. 

The information on the following pages should not be regarded as comprehensive. It has 

been developed to help assist members in understanding the widespread use of asbestos, 

locations where the material is present, and the potential health and economic impacts that 

asbestos can have. 

Sprayed asbestos, loose asbestos and low-density asbestos slabs 

These types of asbestos products are high-risk materials in terms of their potential damage 

to health. They are highly friable products and risk high levels of fibre release if disturbed. 

The disturbance of sprayed asbestos can produce levels in excess of 1000f/cm3. This set 

against what is generally regarded as a ‘safe’ level of exposure of 0.01f/cm3   illustrates the 

potential risk that this material presents for RICS members undertaking inspections of 

properties.  

Where will you find it? 

Sprayed asbestos was used primarily for fire protection and was typically sprayed onto 

structural steel and concrete soffits. It was often used in areas of high fire risk, such as plant 

rooms, underground car parks, etc. Thickness can vary from a few millimetres to several 

centimetres. A lot of this material has already been removed from buildings but often to a 

poor standard, and it is highly likely that residue or debris will remain in gaps and crevices in 

the structure. 

Sprayed asbestos was also used for condensation and acoustic control. A typical example of 

condensation control is in a commercial kitchen, where the sprayed asbestos acts as a 

thermal barrier between a cold external concrete ceiling and the warm, humid air produced 

by cooking in the room. Applications for acoustic purposes can be found on boiler room 

slabs or applied to walls and ceilings in cinemas, theatres and telephone exchanges.  

 Sprayed asbestos is highly friable and can cause significant widespread contamination. 

Where sprayed asbestos has been applied to structural steels in voids that have been 

utilised as plenum chambers for mechanical ventilation purposes, the friable nature of the 

material means extensive contamination of the property is possible. It is unlikely that this 

will have been identified by an asbestos surveyor. 



Asbestos insulation slabs exist as both dense material used as insulation for plant and less 

dense material similar to fibreglass batts. The latter has been used as loose loft insulation 

and may be concealed within floor voids.  

Loose asbestos can be found in many locations. It has not typically been used as a cavity 

wall insulant, but can in rare circumstances be found in cavity walls where it has fallen or 

migrated from use as loft or floor void insulation. More typically, loose asbestos insulation is 

found in floor ducts or voids where it will have simply been used to provide insulation.  

Loose and sprayed asbestos have been used for a diverse range of applications, including 

the filter media in World War 1 and 2 gas masks, underseal for vehicles, and insulation for 

buses and train carriages. 

Risk to surveyors 

These types of materials release substantial quantities of asbestos fibres if disturbed. While 

RICS members undertaking inspections of properties are likely to be at the greatest 

potential risk of exposure to asbestos, any other members who visit properties could also be 

at risk. These include those working in non-real estate-related sectors, such as arts and 

antiques, who may be searching for artefacts in lofts and other generally unoccupied spaces. 

Risk to clients 

While the health risks posed by these materials can be significant, they will also have a 

considerable cost impact in terms of management, and potentially removal and treatment. 

All work on these materials will need to be undertaken by licensed asbestos specialists and 

will involve high levels of controls. Controls and management may impact upon the day-to-

day operation of the site. On any site where sprayed asbestos has been removed, carefully 

consider the effectiveness of this work as it may impact upon the client’s plans for the site. 

In the past, sprayed asbestos was typically removed by hand, often using wire brushes, 

resulting in residue being left behind. If encapsulated, this material does not present a risk 

unless or until it is disturbed. It is usually impossible to remove all of this material unless the 

work is accompanied by the removal of plant and machinery from the area, and if necessary 

the use of advanced removal techniques such as abrasive blasting. 

It is unusual to find sprayed or loose asbestos in domestic properties, but they do occur in 

some locations in the UK. Typically these uses can be traced to occupiers who have worked 

in the asbestos industry or those that have worked in industries where asbestos may have 

been removed, for example those refurbishing railway carriages.  

 

 



Examples of sprayed asbestos 

 

  

Sprayed Asbestos in Loft Space Plate 1   Sprayed asbestos residue to slab in office block 

  Plate 2* 

Example 1 

The client acquires a warehouse site on the basis of known information. This identifies the 

presence of sprayed asbestos which had been used a number of years earlier, and 

certification was available to confirm removal.  

The client commences work on site and concerns are raised by contractors about dust and 

debris. Analysis of the dust reveals asbestos content. Closer examination of the certification 

issued following the removal of asbestos identifies a number of caveats that call into 

question the quality of the removal works. Subsequent examination on site identifies 

residue from spayed asbestos on the tops of the structural steels and purlins, as well as 

within the overlapping sections of roof sheets. 

 

  

Residue sprayed asbestos post asbestos removal Plate 3*       

Plate 4* Encapsulated sprayed asbestos identified through use of expanded foam 



Example 2 

The client is a property manager who, during an audit of a site, identifies sprayed asbestos 

that has not been maintained in good condition. On examining the site, they discover the 

contamination of historic books that were stored on the site.  

 

Poorly encapsulated in plenum ceiling void Plate 5* 

Example 3 

The client, following the purchase of a site, is midway through a refurbishment project and 

discovers that the removal of sprayed asbestos identified by the previous occupier was not 

done as expected. Sprayed asbestos residue was left within the joints on a block and beam 

ceiling. On review of the documentation, this had been noted on the clearance certification 

but not in the site asbestos management plan.  

In order to complete the works to a sufficient standard, the joints within the block and 

beam ceiling need to be shot blasted to remove the residue material, resulting in additional 

unexpected cost and associated project delays.  

 

Sprayed asbestos residue on ceiling  Plate 6* 



Asbestos insulation 

Asbestos has been used as a thermal insulation material since the late 1800s, in the form of 

hand-applied lagging, asbestos-filled blankets, pre-formed asbestos sections and sectional 

materials that have a similar appearance to modern ridged section insulation.  

Because the material has been used for thermal insulation it is generally easier to identify in 

properties than some other types of asbestos products.  The use of asbestos for these type 

of applications mostly ceased in the mid-1970s. Therefore, when considering these types of 

materials,  the services to which they have been applied are going to be over 40 years old, 

so dealing with the asbestos in isolation could result in other issues. Removal of the material 

may cause damage to services, so consider removing the pipework with the asbestos still 

attached. This will still necessitate the use of a licensed asbestos contractor but should avoid 

legacy issues. 

 Over time a lot of this asbestos has been removed, sometimes in conjunction with the 

replacement of aged plant and pipework, which provides the most favourable conditions for 

achieving the complete removal of asbestos. However, bear in mind when dealing with 

older properties that even in these cases the standard of workmanship can vary 

considerably.  

Common locations for this material are: plant rooms, where it was applied to boilers, vessels 

and pipework; service risers; and loft spaces, where it was applied to pipework. The material 

can take several forms, such as slabs applied to boilers or cylinders, hand-applied materials 

installed on boilers and pipework, and sectional insulation applied to pipework.  

  

Large vessel with asbestos slabs insulation Plate 7*     

 Plate 8* Sectional asbestos insulations 



  

Plate 9* Asbestos blanket filled with lose asbestos      

 Plate 10* Hand applied hard set insulation 

Risk to surveyors 

Asbestos insulation can often be found in confined spaces such as plant rooms, roof spaces, 

services risers and tunnels. Disturbing these materials can produce substantial levels of 

airborne asbestos fibre. In a confined space, the levels of fibre will not reduce quickly and 

this can result in greater risk due to protracted exposure. Past shoddy asbestos removal 

often left residue on walls and ceilings, so surveyors should look out for this during 

inspections. Although generally confined to commercial properties, this type of insulation 

can also be found in domestic properties, particularly larger dwellings constructed prior to 

the 1970s. 

Risk to clients 

Although these materials present a significant risk to health, they are generally only found in 

locations where staff access is limited. The risk to clients can be mitigated by having 

appropriate management strategies in place for services.  

Example 1 

An asbestos survey has identified asbestos insulated pipework within several risers in a 

building. The survey report has been reviewed by several building professionals and 

contractors prior to work starting on site, and the information had been incorporated into a 

pre-site health and safety file. Upon commencement of works on site, the contractor breaks 

open a wall and discovers an unreported riser containing asbestos insulation.  

The issue with this site is that the report did not consider the full extent of the services; 

asbestos risers were identified on the ground, first and third floors but not on the second or 

fourth floors. An understanding of the building heating flow and return system would have 

identified that the survey was insufficient and due consideration had not been given to the 

possibility of risers on other floors. Further investigation in conjunction with a service 



engineer identified asbestos-containing risers were present on all floors, and within both 

the roof space and basement, forming a flow and return system.  

The impact of this was significant as the client’s original objective with this building, which 

was going to be used for educational purposes, was to remove all of the asbestos. The 

failure to identify the additional asbestos had not been budgeted for, and the cost of 

removal increased threefold, meaning all of the material present in the floor voids had to be 

left in situ to reduce costs.  

 

 

Damaged asbestos insulation on stairwell Plate 11* 

Example 2 

This involved a listed property where the client planned to replace heating services over a 

five-year period. The specification was drawn up for the removal of asbestos insulation 

applied to pipework in floor voids. Phase 1 of the work was undertaken, with the asbestos 

removed and the pipes left in situ. Following this work, the client experienced an increase in 

leaks to the pipework in the areas where the asbestos had been removed. Examination also 

revealed that where pipework was close to the ground, not all of the asbestos had been 

removed, as contractors had been unable to clean the rear of the pipes, and moving the 

pipes was inducing leaks. All the contractors and consultants involved in the phase 1 work 

were removed from the project, and the solution identified was the systematic removal of 

asbestos and pipework to ensure all of the asbestos was removed, and the installation of 

new pipework in a phased programme of work.  

 



 

Asbestos insulated pipework in floor void Plate 12* 

Example 3 

A programme of heating replacement had been undertaken at a university, and buildings 

moved from a central boiler room supply to standalone heating systems. The focus of this 

work was the local disconnection of the old heating supplies and the installation of the new 

boilers. In doing this, properties were disconnected from the district supply, the central 

boiler rooms were refitted as a recreational space and the assumption was made that the 

asbestos on site had been dealt with. No consideration was given to the distribution system 

as part of the plan, and asbestos insulated pipes remained throughout the site, some in 

close proximity to areas of high pedestrian traffic, with no appropriate management 

processes put in place.  

 

 

External asbestos insulated pipework with hard set exterior Plate 13* 

Example 4 

A building surveyor undertakes a valuation of a large domestic property. The surveyor notes 

the presence of an old boiler, but does not note the presence of insulated pipework. The 



client subsequently purchases the property, begins refurbishment work and discovers 

asbestos insulated pipework in the floor voids and loft of the property, which subsequently 

results in a claim against the surveyor.  

 

Sectional asbestos insulation in floor of residential property Plate 14* 

  

Sectional asbestos insulation in roof space of residential property Plate 15* 

Asbestos insulating board (AIB) 

Asbestos insulating board is a low-density board that has been used for a wide variety of 

construction purposes. It should not be confused with asbestos cement boards, which are 

more compressed and have a lower asbestos content. 

The widespread use of AIB means that it can be found in all types of properties built or 

refurbished after World War 2. The material has been used as a fire-retardant board for 

compartmentalisation, as well as a general building board for dry-lining purposes, forming 

ceiling bulkheads and soffits, service ducts, etc. 

Although not as friable as sprayed coating or insulation, this material is very friable and 

should only be worked on by a licensed asbestos contractor. The period of use was 

extensive, from the 1950s through to the 1980s, and the boards have the appearance of 

modern products such as Supalux, Masterboard and Glasroc board. It can be difficult for 

untrained personnel to distinguish between AIB and modern alternatives, especially once 



painted or decorated. This means surveyors should be aware that not all the asbestos on 

site may have been identified.  

 

In addition to the commercial use of the material, the products were also sold for domestic 

use, meaning AIB can be encountered in unexpected places.  

 

 

Asbestos insulating board used as door infill panels Plate 17* 

Risks to surveyors 

Building surveyors and those inspecting premises will encounter AIB in a wide variety of 

forms. Surveyors inspecting commercial properties may  disturb  ceiling tiles, service riser 

covers, or fire door linings as they undertake property inspections. Those surveying 

domestic properties may encounter the material where it has been used as the backing to 

loft hatches.  

If maintained in good condition, AIB should not present a health risk but often the condition 

of these materials is poor. Surveyors acting as agents in properties where use of AIB is 

extensive should be aware of the additional costs that will arise for the operation of the 

building. In addition, where the material has been used to line service risers, consideration 

should be given to the age of the services within the riser, as the presence of the material 

will prevent ready access to them. 

Risk to clients 

Many system-built structures made extensive use of AIB. An example of this is the CLASP 

building system used in the education sector, and to a lesser exent mining and railway 

sectors. This is a system with a steel framed structure where AIB has been used to clad the 

structural steels, provide infill panels around windows, and offer fire protection to service 

risers. During the construction of these types of properties, insulation board offcuts often 

found other uses such as packing around doorframes and lintels. 



The higher incidence of asbestos use in some system-type properties means that clients will 

encounter increased difficulties and cost in the day-to-day management of the property.  

In commercial buildings the use of AIB can be extensive. Here are a few examples:  

• backing to raised/computer floors where the board is applied for fire protection 

• cladding and core for fire doors to enhance fire protection 

• general boards for service risers and infill panels  

• formation of ducting 

• ceiling tiles and 

• plant and machinery. 

In domestic premises, AIB has been used both internally and externally: internally for ceiling 

lining, lining to boilers and airing cupboards, and fire protection for garage ceilings; and 

externally to form soffits.  

Example 1 

AIB was used for heat containment in manufacturing premises. Here the board had been cut 

and used for making counter tops, heat shields and the boxing for ovens. In this case, the 

material was identified during due diligence of the business and had an adverse effect on 

the sale. 

 

Asbestos insulating board used for heat containment in industrial processes Plate 18* 

Example 2 

AIB ceiling tiles were present in an office building. Examination of the site identified that in 

some locations the material was being regularly disturbed to provide access to the ceiling 

voids. The risks of this had not been adequately considered and were not documented. 

Disturbance of these types of materials is generally unplanned and is associated with a wide 

range of activities, from electrical and plumbing work, to installing alarms and data cabling. 



 

 

Asbestos insulating board ceiling tiles Plate 19* 

Example 3 

This relates to a system-built residential property where the external cladding was asbestos 

cement. In order to provide fire protection for the property, the kitchen walls were lined 

with AIB and the cavity between the first and ground floor was also lined with AIB. In order 

to remove the AIB from this property, the building would need to be dismantled. 

 

Prefabricated residential property with extensive use of asbestos both internally and 

externally Plate 20* 

Example 4 

Here, AIB was used as compartmentalisation within the loft space of a property. The 

material is unsealed and is likely to have been cut in situ so dust from it may be present 

throughout the loft. This presents a potential risk to surveyors as they inspect properties or 

items that are stored in such locations. 



 

Asbestos insulating board firebreaks in roof space Plate 21* 

Example 5 

In this example, AIB was found forming cases for displays to provide fire protection. It was 

also found as a lining for picture frames, where it was used to protect pictures from smoke 

damage or as a mounting board. 

 

 

Asbestos insulating board used as backing to picture frames Plate 22* 

© Museum Conservation Services Ltd and include © 2016  

Asbestos cement 

Asbestos cement differs from AIB in that the material has a higher density and contains 

cement. This means that it is less likely to release asbestos fibres, and also has a greater 

capacity to repel water. As such, it is more suited to external applications but is not suitable 

as a fire-retardant board.  

Asbestos cement has been used extensively to make corrugated and flat sheets, as well as 

other moulded products such as flower planters, coal stores, low-pressure and high-

pressure flues and pipework, as well as junction boxes, heat resistant mats and flash guards. 



Risk to surveyors 

Asbestos cement is generally a well-bonded material and presents a lower risk to health: if 

damaged the material can release asbestos fibres, but the levels will generally be lower than 

for similarly damaged AIB. The treatment of asbestos cement is generally regarded as lower 

risk and does not usually require the use of a licensed contractor. Those working with 

asbestos cement will need to comply with The Control of Asbestos Regulations 2012. The 

use of this material was widespread.  

Risk to clients 

If maintained in a good condition the risk to clients is considered minimal, assuming 

appropriate management processes are in place. Most asbestos cement tends not to be 

removed by licensed contractors so the levels of cleanliness after work can be poor. 

 

  

Asbestos cement sheets Plate 23*  Asbestos cement shuttering   

 Plate 24* 

Example 1 

Widespread asbestos cement debris has been identified following the sale of a warehouse 

unit. The client had acquired the site and reviewed the documentation, which highlighted 

that the property previously had an asbestos cement roof. This had been removed and 

replaced by a roofing contractor in the previous 5 years. Upon completion of the sale, the 

client planned to refurbish the property and commissioned an asbestos survey. This survey 

identified extensive asbestos cement debris on the purlins, and also on top of the false 

ceilings to the offices.  



 

Large asbestos clad warehouse unit Plate 25* 

Example 2 

Asbestos cement was manufactured at a number of locations around the UK. It was 

commonplace for the manufacturers of the cement products to allow local farms to collect 

damaged or poor-quality sheets for use as hardcore. Typically this material was used to 

form roadways and tracks, which are still present today and the asbestos content of which is 

generally poorly documented. 

 

Fly tipped asbestos cement sheets Plate 26* 

Example 3 

Asbestos cement cladding was used extensively on the outside of a steel-framed rural 

property. It needs to be disposed of at an approved site as licensed by the Environment 

Agency for the disposal of asbestos waste. In the past, it was commonplace for this material 

to be buried on farms. 



 

Asbestos cement clad agricultural property Plate 27* 

Other asbestos containing materials 

Textured coatings 

This material is commonly found in residential properties, and surveyors may have reporting 

tools in place to allow them to report on the potential presence of this material. Due to 

concerns regarding asbestos, this may influence people’s purchase decisions. Practices 

should consider how they wish to report on the presence of textured coatings in order to 

provide a pragmatic assessment of risk.  

 

The risk to surveyors where these materials are in good condition is negligible; however, 

failure to comment on this material in a survey report can result in litigation. 

 

Asbestos containing textured ceiling finish Plate 28* 



Bonded materials 

Asbestos fibre has been incorporated into a wide variety of products, such as bonding and 

bulking agents. It can be found in some types of mastic and adhesives, floor tiles, vinyl floor 

coverings, industrial belts and some resin-based items such as toilet cisterns. 

The risk to surveyors is considered to be low due to the low risk of fibre release. 

  

Asbestos containing floor coverings Plate 29* Asbestos containing toilet cistern 

  Plate 30* 

Example 2: Woven materials 

Asbestos fibres can be woven into products such as fabric, paper, yarn and string, with a 

variable asbestos content depending on the end use – sometimes up to 95%. 

Woven material will typically contain chrysotile, but other asbestos types may be present. In 

the past these materials were often dyed to give the appearance of crocidolite (blue) 

asbestos. 

Unusual woven products include window sash cords, caulking, gaskets for safes, filing 

cabinets and hot appliances such as ovens, boilers and kilns. 

The risk to surveyors is relatively low as the materials may be enclosed within appliances. 

They are not generally used as construction materials but are more usually found in 

engineering products and equipment. 



Plate 

31* Woven asbestos flash guard     Plate 32 Asbestos rope 

boiler caulking 

 

 

Plate 33*  Asbestos gasket in pipe flange       Plate 34 

Woven asbestos fire blanket 

Contamination 

Asbestos contamination can take a wide variety of forms, and the presence of any 

contamination can present a significant risk to surveyors. It is therefore important that 

consideration is given to the likelihood of contamination prior to undertaking any inspection 

works. 

 

In some circumstances it is relatively easy to determine the likelihood of contamination, 

such as following a building fire that has damaged an asbestos cement roof. In other 

circumstances it may be less obvious, and the surveyor may accidentally find themselves in 

a contaminated area. In this situation, the surveyor should proceed with caution or seek 

specialist advice. 



Example 1 

 

Industrial unit following fire damage Plate 35* 

Contamination following building fire 

Example 2 

 

Underfloor crawlspace with loose sections of asbestos insulation on the floor 

Plate 36* 

Example 3 

 

Partially derelict industrial site; a variety of ACMs could be present  

Plate 37* 



Example 4 

 

Plate 38* Fly tipping and dumping; ACMs are mixed in with general building rubble 

Example 5 

Asbestos cement used to form road  

 

Plate 39* Asbestos cement remains used as hardcore for roadways and footpaths 

Equipment, vehicles and plant 

ACMs have been used widely in equipment, plant and machinery, all of which are subject to 

the REACH regulation. The sale and transportation of artefacts, plant and machinery 

containing asbestos need careful consideration.  

Example 1 

Asbestos has been incorporated into various industrial items. The following picture  shows 

asbestos board used to line a workbench 



 

Plate 40  Asbestos insulating board used as fireproofing to bench 

Example 2 

In this example asbestos has been used in the manufacture of belts and pulleys, typically 

located where hot processing work would have taken place. 

 

Plate 41* 

Asbestos-containing belts used in pulleys and fans 

Example 3: classic vehicles 

This includes forms of transport such as classic cars, heritage trains and aircraft. 

Asbestos can be found in a wide variety of forms, from sprayed insulation in buses and train 

carriages, asbestos wrapped cables in aircraft, and more commonly gaskets, wraps and 

brake linings used in all types of classic vehicle. 



 

Plate 42* 

Asbestos heat wrap to exhaust and fuel lines on classic cars  

Example 4 

An example of the widespread use of asbestos material here the asbestos is not in the board 

behind the mask but in the hose that was used to provide air to the mask for fire fighting 

purposes.  

 

Plate 43* Hoses used in historic breathing apparatus.  
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