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Respiratory illness in asbestos contaminated sites:

the role of environmental exposure
P. Comba, L. Fazzo and A. Zona

O
ver the last few years, advances in the assessment of
the burden of disease caused by asbestos have taken
place, even though the health impact of this agent has

been investigated for about a century. The International
Agency for Research on Cancer has recently concluded that
there is a causal role of asbestos in laryngeal and ovarian
cancer, in addition to the previously assessed links with lung
cancer and mesothelioma [1]. A European Respiratory Society
position paper [2] endorsed the notion of an ongoing
mesothelioma epidemic that is expected to peak around 2020
in Western European countries, where asbestos consumption
reached its maximum in the mid-1970s and subsequently
decreased until its final ban. Currently, Asia and parts of
Eastern Europe use ,70% of the world’s production of this
mineral, which is also extracted and employed with varying
degrees of control and restrictions in Canada, and in parts of
Africa and Latin America. Globally, mesothelioma occurrence
in the years 1994–2008 was ,174,000 cases reported in 56
countries and ,40,000 more cases estimated in countries with
the presence of asbestos in the absence of mesothelioma
reporting [3].

The health effects of environmental exposure caused by
residence in neighbourhoods with asbestos quarries and
factories are one of the priority topics for scientific research
in this domain. This problem was originally reported by
WAGNER et al. [4] in 1960. The issue has since been extensively
investigated, bringing to light a range of outcomes and
exposure circumstances that have been the subject of a number
of evaluations, including the study by STRAIF et al. [1] in 2009
and the Helsinki Conference [5]. Specifically, attention has
been paid to tremolite-induced mesothelioma and pleural
plaques due to soil contamination in Bulgaria [6], Turkey [7–9],
Corsica [10, 11], Greece [12–15], Cyprus [16], New Caledonia
[17, 18], Afghanistan [19], Botswana [20] and Italy [21, 22].

The community of Libby (MT, USA) has been the subject of a
set of studies concerning the health impact of vermiculite, a
silicate used in several industrial applications, mainly as an
insulating agent, which was mined and processed from the
1920s until 1990. Libby’s vermiculite was contaminated by
tremolite and other amphybolic fibres, namely winchite and
richterite. Asbestosis and respiratory neoplasms were initially

detected among miners [23, 24], then among millers and
processing workers [25]. Subsequently, attention was focused
on the health impact for household contacts of workers and for
Libby residents. Environmental exposure to Libby amphybolic
fibres derives from contact with industrial waste material, and
use of vermiculite ore as an insulating agent or as a material for
paving paths, gardens and sporting fields [26–28].

In this context, the article by WEILL et al. [29] in this issue of the
European Respiratory Journal provides novel scientific insight
into lung function and radiological changes associated with
different pathways of vermiculite exposure in Libby. In this
study, the authors used Agency for Toxic Substances and
Disease Registry (ATSDR; Atlanta, GA, USA) data [30]
collected in the year 2000 in a survey conducted in 7,307
residents or former residents. The study was restricted to 4,524
subjects aged between 25 and 90 yrs, who were not exposed
to asbestos other than in contained vermiculite, with radiologi-
cal examination and spirometry data available. The authors
explored the association between radiological and spirometric
findings, smoking habits, and sex, and assessed the effects of
exposure reduction due to technological changes that occurred
in the processing of vermiculite in the mid-1970s. The main
results were an increase in the prevalence of pleural plaques
with age, which was lower in subjects with environmental
exposure compared with workers, and a significant effect of
pleural plaques on forced vital capacity in males. In the general
population exposed after 1976, a reduction in the prevalence of
pleural plaques, diffuse pleural thickening and costophrenic
angle obliteration was documented.

Some comments on open questions appear to be warranted.
Given the authors’ interest in the possible aetiological role of
the environment, allocation of study subjects to exposure
categories is of the utmost relevance. This should depend not
only on the exclusion of occupational contact with asbestos but
also on indicators such as distance of the subject’s dwelling
from the mine or other major sources of fibres and duration of
residence in the area. The available data would allow a focus
on the category of environmental exposure.

The international scientific literature, briefly summarised
above, consistently indicates that the specific outcomes of
environmental tremolite exposure are pleural mesothelioma
and pleural plaques. The authors state that: ‘‘Mesothelioma
mortality was more difficult to assess, due to the inability to
have adequate comparison data because of the rarity of this
type of cancer’’. This statement does not seem to be warranted,
though, in light of the aforementioned study by SULLIVAN [25]
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showing a standardised mortality ratio calculated for mesothe-
lioma in the occupational cohort and of the report by
WHITEHOUSE et al. [27] in 2008 on nine cases of mesothelioma
diagnosed in Libby between 1993 and 2006, which were
associated with environmental exposure. The county popula-
tion of ,10,000 subjects would lead to an expectation of one
case in ,10 yrs. The availability of mesothelioma mortality or
incidence figures is essential when estimating health risks in
asbestos-contaminated sites, as discussed in a recent Italian
study (L. Fazzo, personal communication).

As far as pleural plaques are concerned, their prevalence in
some exposure categories, considering post-1976 mitigation
conditions, seems to indicate a decrease. It may be worthwhile
assessing, over time, whether this reduction will be confirmed,
given the latency for the onset of asbestos-related pleural
plaques and taking into account all the study subjects.

Commenting on the lung function study of Libby residents is a
more complex issue because the available data are spirometric
measurements of static and dynamic lung volumes only, and
performing carbon monoxide lung diffusion tests is also
generally recommended in the case of asbestos-exposed
subjects [31]. In any case, WEILL et al. [29] do not find clinically
relevant adverse respiratory effects, whereas the ATSDR found
moderate-to-severe restriction in breathing capacity in 1.8% of
all those tested [32]. In order to support the absence of a
clinically relevant adverse health effect of environmental
exposure on lung function, WEILL et al. [29] suggest down-
grading the ‘‘positive’’ findings of WHITEHOUSE [33] from 2004,
which considered mainly former workers. However, the
authors do not comment on the study by VINIKOOR et al. [34]
that shows an association between environmental vermiculite
exposure and respiratory symptoms, even in the absence of
spirometric alterations, in individuals who were children when
the mine was active.

In conclusion, the scientific evidence provided by WEILL et al.
[29] supports the notion of a reduction in health risks for Libby
residents subsequent to 1976 environmental mitigation inter-
ventions. However, the available data are not sufficient to rule
out adverse respiratory effects of environmental exposure of
Libby residents because of limitations in exposure categorisa-
tion and the absence of carbon monoxide lung diffusion testing.
Pleural mesothelioma monitoring might provide valuable
information on post-1976 health risk in the community.
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