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Foreword 
In 2011 Safe Work Australia reported that there were 660 new cases of mesothelioma diagnosed in Australia and 551 
deaths. Whilst the Workers’ Compensation Dust Diseases Board reported 201 asbestos-related deaths in New South 
Wales due to occupational exposure to asbestos. There is a delay of up to 40 years, between exposure and the onset 
of asbestos-related diseases. 

Tragically, the number of people with asbestos-related diseases is expected to increase each year until at least 2018 
as a result of past unsafe practices when working with asbestos. Our challenge is to ensure current practices do not 
contribute to exposure and the potential for future asbestos-related diseases. 

I am pleased to present the NSW State-wide Asbestos Plan as a government initiative to secure the safe management 
of asbestos and to reduce the unacceptably high incidence of asbestos-related diseases in New South Wales.

The State-wide Asbestos Plan is a call to action to all those in government, industry and the community to 
responsibly manage asbestos throughout its lifecycle, and through research to endeavour to find better mitigation and 
management controls and effective treatment of asbestos-related diseases.

The State-wide Asbestos Plan has been coordinated by the Heads of Asbestos Coordination Authorities and 
developed in consultation with key government agencies, local council authorities, industry representatives, 
employee representatives, researchers and asbestos diseases groups.

Recently the Australian Government declared its commitment to establishing a national Office of Asbestos Safety 
which will be tasked with developing a national strategic plan as recommended by the Asbestos Management Review. 

The Heads of Asbestos Coordination Authorities looks forward to establishing a strong relationship with the Office of 
Asbestos Safety. A collaborative and coordinated approach will help to both focus and maximise prevention efforts to 
secure effective and consistent approaches to asbestos safety in NSW and across Australia.

I am encouraged by the commitment demonstrated to date in the development of the State-wide Asbestos Plan. 
Those commitments now need to be speedily and resolutely transformed into action to help reduce the risk of 
asbestos-related diseases in our community.

Greg Pearce MLC 
Minister for Finance and Services 
Minister for the Illawarra
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Introduction
The NSW 2021: A plan to make NSW number one establishes goals, targets and priority actions to rebuild the 
economy, return quality services, renovate infrastructure, strengthen our local environment and communities and 
restore accountability to government.

The State-wide Asbestos Plan contributes to the following four NSW 2021 goals:

 • keep people healthy and out of hospital (goal 11)

 • increase opportunities for people to look after their own neighbourhoods and environments (goal 23)

 • ensure NSW is ready to deal with major emergencies and natural disasters (goal 28)

 • restore trust in state and local government as a service provider (goal 30)

The NSW Ombudsman’s report, Responding to the asbestos problem: The need for significant reform in NSW, was 
tabled in the NSW parliament on 17 November 2010. The report investigates how government agencies respond to 
significant safety issues arising out of asbestos related risks and incidents.

The NSW government response to the NSW Ombudsman’s report was announced by the Minister for Finance and 
Services on Friday 12 August 2011. The NSW government response to the eight recommendations of the NSW 
Ombudsman’s report included the establishment of the Heads of Asbestos Coordination Authorities (HACA) who 
were tasked with developing the State-wide Asbestos Plan within 18 months.

The State-wide Asbestos Plan contributes to the following responses of the NSW government to the NSW 
Ombudsman’s report:

 • the NSW government supports a whole-of-government approach to the management of asbestos through a 
State-wide Asbestos Plan and the allocation of adequate funding for implementation of the plan (government 
response to Ombudsman’s recommendations 3 and 4)

 • the NSW government supports the need for a coordinated and consistent approach to providing asbestos 
awareness information to the NSW community. The State-wide Asbestos Plan will include communication 
strategies that will provide a public awareness and education campaign particularly targeted to local 
communities and local councils (government response to Ombudsman’s recommendation 6)

 • the consideration of asbestos risk communication requirements for residential buildings will be included in the 
State-wide Asbestos Plan (government response to Ombudsman’s recommendation 8).

Aims
The State-wide Asbestos Plan aims to secure the safe management of asbestos to reduce the incidence of asbestos-
related diseases in NSW.

Priorities
The State-wide Asbestos Plan targets actions around the four priority areas set out below:

1. Research

 • develop a greater understanding of asbestos issues and disease management through research and innovation 
that benefits the community

 • identify emerging asbestos-related hazards, the likely exposure levels associated with these activities and/or 
materials, and develop practical controls that can be applied to control those risks.

2. Risk communication

 • raise public awareness and understanding through improved knowledge, skills, competencies and tools to 
effectively communicate asbestos exposure risks and control measures.

http://2021.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/NSW2021_WEB%20VERSION.pdf
http://www.ombo.nsw.gov.au/publication/PDF/specialreport/SR_AsbestosProblem_Nov10.pdf
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3. Prevention

 • ensure the effective coordination of illness prevention strategies for the safe management of asbestos in all 
five phases of the asbestos lifecycle:

Asbestos in the
ground and site
contamination

Transport and
disposal

Management of
asbestos debris

during an emergency
response

Manufacture
and supply

Management
and removal of
in situ asbestos

at work and
at home

4. Coordination

 • ensure effective and coordinated planning, regulation and management of asbestos issues and emergency 
responses through strengthened partnerships with the NSW community and collaboration between 
government organisations

 • increase compliance with asbestos legislation through enhanced information, assistance and monitoring

 • provide clarity to regulatory roles and responsibilities.

The plan provides a risk profile of asbestos for NSW and then identifies initiatives, actions and responsibilities to 
address each of the four priority areas. The plan also sets out how the plan is to be delivered and evaluated.
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Risk profile – asbestos
Asbestos is a naturally occurring mineral fibre that withstands heat, erosion and decay, and has fire and water 
resistant properties.

Asbestos has been used in the manufacture of building and insulation materials, brake linings in motor vehicles, and 
gaskets for some appliances. Australian manufacturers of building products gradually removed asbestos from their 
products in the 1980s.

The manufacture and supply of all asbestos-containing materials was prohibited from 31 December 2003.

The import of asbestos-containing materials is controlled under the Customs(Prohibited Imports) Regulations 1956. 
The importation of a prohibited import is an offence under the Customs Act 1901. Importers bear responsibility to 
ensure that imported goods comply with Commonwealth, state and territory legislative requirements.

Asbestos is a known carcinogen. Asbestos becomes a hazard when microscopic fibre fragments become airborne 
and are inhaled. Due to their size and shape they can remain airborne for some time, and enter even the smallest 
air passages in the lungs where they embed in lung tissue. The fibres are highly resistant to removal by the lungs’ 
natural cleaning processes. Embedded asbestos fibres irritate the lung tissue around them, causing a number of 
diseases including mesothelioma, lung cancer and asbestosis.

Asbestos can cause health effects if fibres are breathed into the lungs. The possible health effects of asbestos include:

 • asbestosis

 • lung cancer

 • mesothelioma

 • benign pleural disease.
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Incidence of asbestos-related disease
Data on the number of new cases of mesothelioma is collected nationally by the Australia Institute of Health and 
Welfare. Data is available from 1982 to 2007 for the number of new cases and from 1997 to 2007 for the number 
of deaths.

SafeWork Australia1 data provided in figure 1-3 below charts the number of new cases of mesothelioma in Australia 
by State. The figures exclude other related diseases such as lung cancer and asbestosis. NSW has the highest 
number of new mesothelioma cases compared to other Australian jurisdictions.

Figure 1: New cases of mesothelioma: five year rolling average number of cases by state or territory, 
1982–1986 to 2003–2007.

The largest numbers of mesothelioma deaths in Australia have occurred in NSW. It was the first state to mine 
asbestos and produced the largest amount of both chrysotile and amphibole varieties of asbestos. Incidence of 
asbestos-related disease in NSW has nearly doubled from 1987 to 2006.

The most populous states of New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland reported the largest number of new cases; 
respectively averaging 211, 137 and 116 cases over the five year period 2003-2007.

These states also experienced relatively consistent and similar rates of increase in the number of cases of 
mesothelioma diagnosed over the period 1982-1986 to 2003-2007.

Figure 2: New cases of mesothelioma: year of diagnosis by sex, 1982 to 20071

1 Mesothelioma in Australia: Incidence 1982 to 2007, Mortality 1997 to 2007, SafeWork Australia, 2010.
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The number of new cases of mesothelioma diagnosed in each year has been rising dramatically at least since 1982, 
when national data first became available. The majority of new cases were men, however, the proportion of new 
cases that were women has been increasing.

Figure 3: Deaths due to mesothelioma: year of death by sex, 1997 to 2007

The overall number of deaths resulting from mesothelioma increased over the period between 1997 and 2007. 
The number of deaths reached a maximum of 551 registered deaths in 2007. Most of these decedents were male, 
with an average of 84 per cent of total deaths over the 11 years.

Risk assessment
The SafeWork Australia code of practice2 advises that if “asbestos-containing material (excluding naturally occurring 
asbestos) is in good condition and left undisturbed, it is unlikely that airborne asbestos will be released into the air 
and the risk to health is extremely low. It is usually safer to leave it and review its condition over time. However, if the 
asbestos-containing material has deteriorated, has been disturbed, or if asbestos-contaminated dust is present, the 
likelihood that airborne asbestos will be released into the air is increased”.

The type of material that binds asbestos fibres will influence the potential for airborne asbestos to be released into 
the air from different asbestos-containing materials. For example, a loosely bound sprayed (or limpet) coating is more 
likely to release fibres when disturbed than asbestos cement that is in good condition, and in which fibres are firmly 
bound.

The following list ranks different types of asbestos according to the likelihood that airborne asbestos can be released into 
the air if it has deteriorated or been disturbed. The potential risk to health is greater for items higher up the list if people 
are exposed to airborne asbestos, but any of the materials listed can produce asbestos fibres if they are disturbed.

2 How to manage and control asbestos in the workplace
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Higher likelihood of airborne fibres

Asbestos-contaminated dust (including dust left in place 
after past asbestos removal)

Sprayed (limpet) coatings/loose fill
Lagging and packings (that are not enclosed)

Asbestos insulating board
Rope and gaskets

Millboard and paper
Asbestos cement

Floor tiles, mastic and roof felt
Decorative paints and plasters

Lower likelihood of airborne fibres

Fibre cement sheeting, commonly known as ‘fibro’, ‘asbestos sheeting’ or ‘AC sheeting’ is the most commonly 
found asbestos material. Fibro cement asbestos materials may create both health and safety risks in the following 
circumstances:

 • asbestos fibres liberated through the use of power tools such as cutting, drilling or sanding asbestos materials

 • asbestos fibres liberated from poorly maintained fibro cement asbestos materials such as debris from broken, 
crushed or weathered materials

 • the prohibited activity of high pressure water-blasting and compressed air

 • asbestos fibres liberated from fire, hail, flood or high wind damage

 • falls from heights from falling through brittle corrugated fibro cement asbestos roofs.

Asbestos at work
Historically, the workers most at risk from exposure to asbestos were those workers involved in asbestos mining 
operations, asbestos manufacturing processes and installers of asbestos materials.

Many legacy materials remain in place and the workers now most at risk are those involved in asbestos removal or 
remediation work, or renovation and maintenance work that disturb asbestos.

Occupations and trades that typically come into contact or work near asbestos include:

 • automotive repair workers

 • building construction and civil construction workers

 • building maintenance workers

 • carpenters

 • demolition workers

 • electricians

 • electricity industry supply workers

 • emergency services workers/volunteers

 • landfill operators

 • landscapers

 • painters and tilers

 • plumbers

 • roofers

 • ship builders

 • waste disposal facility workers.
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Asbestos in the home
Australia experienced a major housing boom after World War II and the rate of home ownership increased from 
around 40 per cent in 1947 to over 70 per cent in 1960 and sparked a massive phase of building and construction in 
Australia. Fibro or asbestos-cement was widely used in this construction era. As illustrated in figure 4 and table 1, 30 
per cent of all houses in NSW were asbestos clad in 1966. Many more houses contained asbestos materials in other 
parts of the home. Asbestos materials still exist in many homes today. A common place where asbestos is likely to 
be found is illustrated in figure 5 at page 11 and can be found at asbestosawareness.com.au.

Figure 4: Fibro cement – Asbestos clad houses in NSW

Source: ABS Census for the years 1933 – 1976 available from abs.gov.au.

0
1933 1947 1954 1961 1966 1971 1976

0.5m

1m

1.5m

2m

All houses Asbestos clad houses
N

um
ber of houses (m

illions)

Table 1: Number of fibro cement – Asbestos clad houses in NSW

ABS census 
data

Asbestos clad 
houses

All houses % of asbestos 
clad houses

1933 16,304 585,450 3%

1947 62,277 732,510 9%

1954 168,007 900,159 19%

1961 237,640 870,643 27%

1966 288,827 961,392 30%

1971 301,002 1,086,360 28%

1976 322,512 1,491,826 22%

http://www.asbestosawareness.com.au
http://www.abs.gov.au
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Naturally occurring asbestos
Asbestos is found as a naturally-occurring mineral in many areas of NSW.

A number of former mine sites extracted asbestos deposits at Baryulgil, Grafton district, Barraba/Woods Reef, 
Orange district, Gundagai district and Broken Hill district between 1880 and 1976.

Some local councils have identified naturally occurring asbestos in their local government area.

Naturally occurring asbestos is generally found when building roads, working on civil construction projects and 
undertaking excavation activities.

Naturally occurring asbestos that has been found and reported in NSW has been mapped by the former NSW 
Industry & Investment at figure 6 on page 12.

Asbestos in the ground
While naturally occurring asbestos is more likely to be encountered in rural settings, asbestos contamination of soils 
from asbestos-containing materials is an issue for older sites in urban environments or where contaminated landfill 
and/or asbestos waste may have been disposed of in urban and rural environments.

Former asbestos manufacturing processes have resulted in significant quantities of friable asbestos waste being 
buried onsite at those former industrial facilities. Whilst this buried material may not give rise to airborne asbestos 
fibres if securely contained, inappropriate disturbance of this waste could give rise to harmful levels of asbestos fibres 
in the air.

Asbestos in the ground can also be found in cement pipes which were widely used for sewage systems, water services 
and irrigation systems. Asbestos conduit was also used for underground electrical and telephone wires and pits.

Asbestos in heritage buildings
Asbestos containing materials found in heritage buildings present additional challenges in regard to the removal and 
replacement of these materials. Asbestos removal work must be done in accordance with planning and heritage 
legislative requirements and should mitigate heritage impacts by:

1. Identifying heritage values and ensuring their protection during removal of asbestos.

2. Ensuring the act of removal of asbestos does not materially affect cultural heritage.

3. Ensuring replacement material does not affect heritage values.
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Delivering the plan
The HACA will coordinate and oversee the implementation of the State-wide Asbestos Plan and be responsible for 
monitoring and evaluation of the plan through annual reporting of progress against priorities and actions.

The HACA is chaired by the Chief Executive Officer of WorkCover and is comprised of senior representatives from 
the following organisations:

 • Department of Planning and Infrastructure

 • Department of Trade & Investment, Regional Infrastructure and Services

 • Division of Local Government

 • Environment Protection Authority

 • Local Government NSW

 • Ministry of Health

 • Ministry for Police and Emergency Services

 • Workers’ Compensation Dust Diseases Board.

The HACA reports to the Minister for Finance and Services. Each party with responsibilities under the plan will report 
annually to the HACA on progress of actions. The HACA will provide an annual progress report on the State-wide 
Asbestos Plan to the Minister for Finance and Services in December each year.

The State-wide Asbestos Plan will be reviewed annually by the HACA to ensure priorities and actions remain relevant. 
The State-wide Asbestos Plan and progress reports will be made available to the community in December each year 
through members’ websites, the HACA website and asbestosawareness.com.au

Government organisations and local councils are responsible for the regulation of asbestos under work health and 
safety, public health, environment protection, planning and emergency response legislation.

The four priority areas in the plan will provide a more effective and coordinated approach between government 
agencies and local councils and will provide greater awareness in the local community.

Government agencies, local councils, and the community must all take an active role in the safe management of 
asbestos to assist in reducing the incidence of asbestos-related disease.

http://asbestosawareness.com.au
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Roles and responsibilities of government agencies and local councils

 • Transport by vehicle Environment Protection Authority
 • Licensed waste storage or recycling facilities Environment Protection Authority
 • Landfill facilities Environment Protection Authority
 • Waste transport – interstate Environment Protection Authority
 • Waste export  Environment Protection Authority through Australian 

Customs & Border Protection Service
 • Illegal disposal Environment Protection Authority/Local Council
 • Temporary on-site waste storage – workplaces WorkCover NSW
 • Laundering facilities WorkCover NSW

Transport and 
disposal

 • Response to emergency incidents Emergency Services Organisation (ESO)
 • Major recovery operations Emergency Recovery Committee
 • Routine recovery planning Local Council
 • Routine recovery operations Local Council/ESOEmergency 

response

 • All Licensed removal work and asbestos assessors WorkCover NSW
 • At a workplace not requiring a licensed removal contractor WorkCover NSW
 • At domestic premises by a person concerned in business 

or undertaking WorkCover NSW
 • At domestic premises requiring a licensed removal contractor WorkCover NSW
 • At domestic premises – all other cases Local CouncilRemoval

 • Licensed asbestos assessors WorkCover NSW
 • At workplaces WorkCover NSW
 • At domestic premises and non-workplaces Local CouncilIn-situ 

management 
buildings and 

vehicles

 • Illegal import/export  WorkCover through Australian Customs & Border 
Protection Service

 • Illegal supply WorkCover NSW

Supply

 • Non-declared public/residential asbestos contaminated land Local Council
 • Orphaned waste Local Council/ Environment Protection Authority
 • Asbestos remediation work WorkCover NSW
 • Non-declared workplace contaminated land WorkCover NSW
 • Declared asbestos contaminated land Environment Protection Authority
 • Mineral extraction and abandoned mines  Department of Trade and Investment, Regional Infrastructure 

and Services

Asbestos in 
the ground
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About the State-wide Asbestos Plan

AIM

The State-wide Asbestos Plan aims to secure the safe management of asbestos to reduce 
the incidence of asbestos-related diseases in NSW.

Four priority areas

Research
Outcome 1.1

Develop a greater 
understanding of asbestos 
issues and disease 
management through 
research and innovation that 
benefits the community.

Outcome 1.2

Identify emerging asbestos-
related hazards, the likely 
exposure levels associated 
with these activities and/
or materials, and develop 
practical controls that can be 
applied to control those risks.

Risk communication
Outcome 2

Raise public awareness 
and understanding through 
improved knowledge, skills, 
competencies and tools to 
effectively communicate 
asbestos exposure risks and 
control measures.

Prevention
Outcome 3

Ensure the effective 
coordination of illness 
prevention strategies for 
the safe management of 
asbestos in all five phases of 
the asbestos lifecycle:

• asbestos in the ground 
and site contamination

• manufacture and supply

• management and 
removal of in-situ 
asbestos at work and at 
home

• management of asbestos 
debris during an 
emergency response

• transport and disposal.

Coordination
Outcome 4.1

Ensure effective and 
coordinated planning, 
regulation and management 
of asbestos issues and 
emergency responses 
through strengthened 
partnerships with the NSW 
community and collaboration 
between government 
organisations.

Outcome 4.2

Increase compliance with 
asbestos legislation through 
enhanced information, 
assistance and monitoring.

Outcome 4.3

Provide clarity to regulatory 
roles and responsibilities.
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Acronyms/abbreviations

ADFA Asbestos Diseases Foundation of Australia

ADRI Asbestos Diseases Research Institute

AEC Asbestos Education Committee

DACC Demolition and Asbestos Consultative Committee

DDB Workers’ Compensation Dust Diseases Board

DLG Division of Local Government

DPI Department of Planning and Infrastructure

DTIRIS Department of Trade and Investment, Regional Infrastructure and Services

EPA Environment Protection Authority

HACA Heads of Asbestos Coordination Authorities

HWSA Heads of Workplace Safety Authorities

LG NSW Local Government NSW

NHMRC National Health and Medical Research Council

WCA WorkCover NSW
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