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Response to Email Query Raised: Friday 11th November 2011

Query Details:

A client has asked whether asbestos in vermiculite has been found in the UK and if so, when was
the last known case? I wondered whether you had any known positive samples of vermiculite at
your laboratory as all ours have been negative

Feedback:

The query was sent out to all organisations on the circulation list plus HSL were also asked for
comments. Details have been collated from who responded. Comments from USA have also
been included but this is typically more of an issue for USA due to the known contaminated
sources which came from the Libby Montana Mine. This mine was eventually closed in 1990 but
USA have developed a number of methods for detecting asbestos in Vermiculite as it would
appear that it is not ‘straight forward’ and is unlikely to be detected using our standard PLM
methods. These thoughts also seem to be reflected in the responses received where asbestos
has been detected by UK labs - i.e. it would not typically be found by PLM

LIST of Comments received with regards to finding asbestos in Vermiculite samples and the
frequency of this. Each comment has come from a different laboratory.

1. I can confirm all of our vermiculite samples are also negative although we are carrying
out some work with a South African company (regarding materials and practices outside
of the UK) which could yield interesting results based on conversations I have had with
the individuals concerned. I am, however, yet to see any firm laboratory evidence
confirming discussions but will update if anything interesting arises.
I’d obviously be very interested to know if anyone else has a positive ID and what the
origin of the material is.

2. We’ve never identified asbestos in a vermiculite sample, and I’ve never heard of one in
this part of England. – South UK

3. When I worked at The Boots Company we have found asbestos in some samples of
vermiculite using XRD. These samples were from suppliers trying to sell to the company
and were rejected. I don't think it would be found using PLM as the asbestos identified
was at very low levels ( a bit like Amphiboles and Chrysotile in talc very low levels).

4. As far as I am aware we have never had a case of vermiculite being positive for Asbestos
in our laboratory.
Do you know if they are referring to the compressed type using as cladding or the loose
fill?
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One of our experienced managers remembers an instance approx 25 years ago (when
he was training) and he came across a positive loose fill vermiculite from a roof space.
He recalls there was only “trace” element but he cannot remember the Asbestos type.

5. I remember a power station I was involved with surveying (type3) and the beams were
plastered vermiculite clad; after sampling, to air on the side of caution, we found
Chrysotile but I think this was actually in the plaster matrix.
So in 17yrs, I have not seen a positive vermiculite sample

6. You might want to try John Addison. Many years ago John carried out an exercise where
samples of vermiculite with varying amounts of asbestos added were circulated to
laboratories to see if labs could find and identify the asbestos – he may have retained
some material. He may some actual samples as well.

Response from HSL:

Colette

At HSL we do not receive many vermiculite samples routinely but my experiences over many
years of looking at vermiculite is that yes vermiculite can contain asbestos. However, the
following applies:

Nobody really knows how many samples are taken and how many contain asbestos.

When working at IOM we used to look at virtually every source of vermiculite that was being
imported into the UK and Europe - this started in 1985 and is still going on today - however this
is not the same as finding asbestos in vermiculite in UK buildings. Many sources contain
asbestos - most if not all that do not find their way into the UK.

Almost all vermiculite sources that I have looked at in any detail (hundreds of samples,
representing many different sources from all over the world) contain some amphibole minerals
, usually tremolite and or actinolite but other types as well sometimes. These are almost always
crystalline non-fibrous in habit but small elongated fragments may be mis-identified as asbestos
by inexperienced analysts.

Some sources contain fibrous richterite (a sodium rich tremolite) or winchite (an iron rich
variety of richterite) - these minerals are amphiboles and can occur in an asbestiform habit. The
problem with these minerals is that they have the morphology of amphibole asbestos and
probably have the same health effects - but they are not one of the 6 regulated types and could
not be identified as one of them using HSG 248.

In summary it SHOULD be very unlikely that vermiculite used in the UK contains asbestos - but
it will always be possible to find an odd asbestos fibre if you look hard enough (TEM) at enough
samples.

Not sure if this helps
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Laurie Davies
Principal Scientist
Fibres Team
Analytical Sciences Unit
Health & Safety Laboratory
Harpur Hill
Buxton
SK17 9JN

Comments from USA –

The Cincinnati method is a recommended method. It's particularly handy for field sampling. It
has a TEM section...so many labs that use it are combo TEM/PLM labs.
Vermiculite cannot be analyzed like a standard bulk sample...unless you really get lucky and find
the asbestos. It takes some level of sieving or other types of separation to be able to find the
asbestos bundles in many cases. In some cases it takes TEM.

I have also attached a copy of the method used by the USA just for information/interest???

Colette Willoughby
15th November 2011


