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Asbestos- related mortality in Northern Ireland: 2001-2005  

This paper describes the main health consequences of asbestos exposure and presents and explains mortality information on asbestos related disease in Northern Ireland. 

Introduction

Asbestos fibres can be classified into two main types, amphiboles (straight fibres) and serpentines (wavy fibres). The physical characteristics of fibres and the fact that they split along their lengths are important determinants of their pathogenicity. Asbestos was in widespread use in the 1950s and 1960s and many adults will have evidence of exposure in their lungs, either from exposure at work or from incidental exposure to background levels.  


Although asbestos is a hazardous material it can only pose a risk to health if the asbestos fibres become airborne and are then inhaled. Provided they are in good condition most asbestos-containing materials pose little risk unless they are disturbed or damaged so that fibres are released into the atmosphere. 
Diseases 

Inhalation of asbestos fibres can lead to the following diseases:

· lung cancer – this is a malignant tumour of the bronchi of the lung.  It usually develops after an interval from initial exposure to asbestos of 20 or more years after substantial exposure to asbestos;


· mesothelioma – is a cancer of the pleura (lining) of the lungs or of the peritoneum (lining) of the abdomen.  Fibre type, age at exposure and dose are all risk factors. Compared to asbestosis and lung cancer this disease occurs at lower doses. Mesothelioma generally develops some 35- 40 years from the time of first exposure. Cases with exposure intervals of less than 20 years are unusual. Mesothelioma unrelated to asbestos exposure is very rare.

· asbestosis - a chronic fibrosis of the lungs which makes  breathing difficult.  The interval from initial exposure to the development of asbestosis is usually 15-30 years.  

· pleural disease – two main types.
(i) Pleural plaques are small areas of fibrosis which do not impair lung function or cause disability and 

(ii) diffuse pleural thickening – this occurs when there are large areas of fibrosis within the pleural cavity.  It can cause impairment and disability due to widespread constriction of the lung.

In general the amount of asbestos exposure which causes pleural disease (eg mesothelioma) is less than that needed to cause disease of the lungs (eg lung cancer).

Sources of asbestos

Many cases of disease occurring now are caused by exposure in industries which used asbestos extensively in the past such as ship building and insulation industries. As many buildings still contain asbestos a wide range of workers still have the potential to be exposed – particularly building and maintenance workers. For this reason those responsible for non-domestic premises have a legal duty to manage the asbestos contained in them. 

Asbestos related mortality in Northern Ireland

Introduction:

The information presented below is based on the number of registered deaths recorded by the General Register Office. From the death certificate, information is available on the cause of death either recorded by the doctor who treated the deceased or a coroner to whom the death was referred. Doctors are required to certify all deaths to the best of their knowledge and belief.  They should start with the immediate cause of death, and then go back through the diseases or injuries that caused the death to the condition that began the sequence leading to death. The death certificate is designed to obtain this first 'underlying cause of death'. The decision rests with the doctor as to the number of conditions in the sequence, other than the underlying cause, he thinks should be recorded. 

This information is then coded by the General Register Office using the International Statistical Classification of Diseases, Injuries and Causes of Death (ICD). An international standard computer algorithm codes around three-quarters of cases, with the remainder undertaken by clerical coding staff. Information on the death certificate is used to assign a main or primary cause of death and additional secondary causes of death. The analysis below is based on this coding. 

Table 1 documents all asbestos-related deaths, ie those caused by asbestosis and mesothelioma, since 2001 and Table 2 provides information on those deaths where asbestosis or mesothelioma was the primary cause of death. 

In some years there were a small number of cases which had ”asbestos chest disease” recorded. These have been aggregated with asbestosis deaths.

There were also a small number of deaths with ”asbestos exposure” recorded on the death certificate but not linked to either mesothelioma or asbestosis. These deaths have been excluded from all figures presented.

	Primary/secondary cause

	Registration Year
	Mesothelioma  only
	Asbestosis  only 
	Mesothelioma and asbestosis 
	All primary or secondary cause

	
	
	
	
	

	2001
	55
	18
	3
	76

	2002
	41
	32
	1
	74

	2003
	47
	23
	2
	72

	2004
	53
	38
	1
	92

	  2005*
	38
	19
	2
	59


Table 1: Asbestos- related deaths in Northern Ireland: 2001-2005

	Registration Year
	Primary cause

	
	Mesothelioma
	Asbestosis
	All primary cause

	2001
	54
	9
	63

	2002
	42
	12
	54

	2003
	46
	9
	55

	2004
	51
	14
	65

	  2005*
	34
	10
	44


Table 2: Asbestos related deaths in Northern Ireland: 2001-2005 where asbestosis or mesothelioma are coded as the primary cause of death 

* 
2005 figures supplied by GRO and are provisional

The number of asbestos-related lung cancer deaths cannot be directly enumerated, since asbestos-related lung cancers are clinically indistinguishable from lung cancers due to other causes.  A range of evidence, including research by the Health and Safety Executive, suggests that the number of asbestos-related lung cancer deaths is similar to the number of deaths due to mesothelioma.   However this estimation has not been included in the figures presented here.
These data have been agreed by HSENI and NISRA. 
Sources of Information and Advice on Asbestos

	Heath and Safety Executive for Northern Ireland 
	Information on asbestos regulations, asbestos removal, and licensed asbestos contractors 
	83 Ladas Drive

BELFAST

BT6 9FR

Tel: 028 90 243249

Helpline: 0800 0320121 Web: www.hseni.gov.uk

	HSENI’s Asbestos Advisory Service 
	Provides independent, accurate information and best-practice guidance on matters related to work with asbestos. It is intended to be a single point of reference primarily for the householder seeking guidance on dealing with asbestos in the home.
	83 Ladas Drive

BEFAST

BT6 9FR

Tel: 028 90 243249

Helpline: 0800 0320121

	HSENI’s Employment Medical Advisory Service 
	Provides advice to HSENI on health effects of asbestos.

Appoints doctors to conduct medical surveillance. 
	EMAS

2nd Floor, Avenue House

42/44 Rosemary Street

BELFAST

BT1 1QE

Tel: 028 90 408004

Email: hseni@detini.gov.uk

	Redundancy Payments Service

Department of Employment and Learning


	Pays compensation for certain diseases where the employers who caused or contributed to the disease have ceased to trade or if they are still trading there is not a realistic chance of obtaining damages from them. 
	Redundancy Payments Service

Department of Education and Learning

Pneumoconiosis Section

Room 203

39-49 Adelaide Street

BELFAST

BT28FD

 Tel: 02890257958

Or 

Freephone 0800585811

Or E-mail : pneumo@delni.gov.uk
Website: www.delni.gov..uk (under employment rights)
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