
MANAGING ASBESTOS IN SCHOOLS WITHIN NORTHERN IRELAND  
 
1. Introduction 

 
Asbestos is present in a large number of public buildings.  Properly managed and 
maintained it presents a very low risk to the people who use the buildings.  There are 
legal duties on those responsible for these buildings to ensure that the asbestos is 
effectively managed and that visitors and workers are properly protected. 
 
The Health and Safety Executive for Northern Ireland (HSENI) has invested heavily 
over the past four years in significant awareness and enforcement activity directed at 
tradesmen who may encounter asbestos during their work activities and those with 
responsibility for managing buildings where asbestos may be present. 
 
Awareness activity included a multi media advertising campaign aimed at the trade and 
those responsible for managing asbestos in non domestic buildings. The campaigns 
delivered throughout 2009, 2010 and 2011 utilised a range of marketing channels 
including radio, press, directmail, events, online advertising and social media.  
As part of the duty to manage campaign HSENI scrutinised the school asbestos 
management systems of the Education and Library Boards. HSENI’s asbestos 
campaign literature was also sent to all schools in Northern Ireland.  
 
HSENI initially carried out a total of 15 verification visits to ensure that appropriate 
systems were in place throughout schools in Northern Ireland.  In addition to these 
visits, HSENI also embarked on a second targeted inspection initiative in February 
2012. This initiative is currently being rolled out across all five Education and Library 
Boards. A range of schools have been visited to date including Controlled, Roman 
Catholic Maintained, Voluntary/Grammar, Integrated and Irish Medium Schools.  The 
campaign is ongoing and a total of 30 schools have been visited during this phase. As 
a result of these inspections HSENI found all schools visited had an asbestos register 
in place.  
 
This report provides a summary of HSENI’s assessment of Education and Library 
Boards (ELB’s) and independent schools’ compliance with their legal duty to manage 
asbestos. This is based on consideration of the initial information provided by ELB’s 
about their arrangements and follow up inspections at schools.   
 
Effective management of asbestos in schools is an ongoing requirement for all the duty 
holders for schools Northern Ireland. This report includes a number of actions that all 
the respective dutyholders should ensure are put in place within their asbestos 
management arrangements for their schools. 
 
 
2. Summary of findings 
 
The majority of organisations considered had taken action to comply with the legal 
requirements to manage asbestos.  
 
Between 2003/4, following the Control of Asbestos at Work Regulations (NI) 2003 the 
ELB’s organised for all schools in Northern Ireland to have an Asbestos Survey carried 
out and provided the schools with a copy of this survey. Following on from these 
surveys any asbestos that was identified as being high risk or hazardous due to either 
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its condition or location was removed. However, many school buildings that were built 
pre-2000 still contain some asbestos. In order to protect the health of staff and pupils in 
these schools it is vital that this is managed correctly. 
 
A total of 45 inspections were made at a range of schools comprising Controlled, 
Roman Catholic Maintained, Voluntary/Grammar, Integrated and Irish Medium Schools  
to review and confirm that asbestos management arrangements were in place, were 
robust, and complied with the Control of Asbestos Regulations (NI) 2007 and the 
Health and Safety at Work at Work (NI) Order 1978.   
 
The majority of these inspections by HSENI confirmed that asbestos surveys had been 
carried out and there was a system in place to manage maintenance work related to 
asbestos, and refurbishment. 
 
However, action was needed to improve arrangements for managing asbestos in most 
of the 45 schools sampled, particularly clear details of the respective responsibilities 
between the ELB and the schools, dependent on the type of school and formalised 
agreements. Letters were issued requiring improvements to asbestos management 
arrangements and this process is ongoing. 
 
HSENI continues to work with school authorities and is in the process of arranging 
meetings with the ELB’s, Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS) and others 
to discuss the findings and further actions required to improve existing systems and 
ensure that effective arrangements are maintained. HSENI plan to carry out spot 
checks to ensure that appropiate measures are being taken. 
 
The opportunity was taken to give further advice on actions to enhance their systems 
for managing asbestos, or to ensure these systems remained effective in future. 
 

 
3. Findings 
 
There are lessons for all those with responsibilities for managing schools to learn from 
these findings to enable them to build upon their existing management arrangements.  
The key findings from the consideration of documentation and inspections are set out 
below: 
 
 All parties were not always clear about their respective roles and 

responsibilities 
 
It is important for all parties to understand who the legally responsible duty holder is – 
and this may be shared between a number of parties. The dutyholder is defined in 
Regulation 4 of the Control of Asbestos Regulations (NI) 20I2. For the majority of 
schools within NI, the dutyholder will be the employer. Where there is more than one 
dutyholder with an obligation in relation to the maintenance or repair of school premises 
or any means of access or egress to or from the premises, there will be shared 
responsibilities. It is therefore extremely important that these are clearly defined and 
understood between the parties involved. 
 
Health and safety legislation places duties on employers to ensure the health and 
safety of employees and others who may be affected, and this includes the requirement 
for maintaining the buildings. 
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Regulation 4 of the Control of Asbestos Regulations (NI) 2012 requires that all risks 
from asbestos be properly managed.  Where any individual or organisation has a 
responsibility for maintaining or repairing non-domestic premises - including schools - 
they will have an obligation under this regulation.  Where responsibility for maintenance 
or repair is shared - for example between the ELB, CCMS and the school - the duty 
under this regulation is also shared. 
 
The extent of the practical duties for the ELB, CCMS and for other duty holders should 
be determined by reference to contractual and other existing legal obligations for each 
school.  The responsibilities should be clearly set out in writing within the 
Asbestos Management Plan for the individual school.  It is important that there is 
clear understanding of who is responsible for asbestos management at each and every 
school. 

 
 Requirement-  that Asbestos records are kept up to date 
 

Inspectors found some variations in the standard of record keeping about asbestos in 
properties owned and managed by school bodies.   
 
Duty holders are required to undertake an assessment of whether asbestos is present 
in their premises, including its location and condition, under the Control of Asbestos 
Regulations (NI) 2012, regulation 4.  To assist with the assessment, most organisations 
used a suitably trained person to carry out a survey of the premises to identify asbestos 
containing materials.  
 
During the inspections, HSENI noted that asbestos surveys were available for all sites 
visited.  At some schools, photographs were used in the survey and greatly assisted 
understanding of the registers (containing a list of asbestos containing materials 
(ACM’s) that have been identified in the school). 
 
It is important for all schools to ensure that: 
 

 The most recent survey is always available on site. 
 If refurbishment work is undertaken and managed by the school as part of 

delegated funding this must still be updated in any central records. 
 The surveys and associated registers should be understood by site personnel 

for them to be effective. 
 Information relating to asbestos management – such as registers and surveys - 

for each school premises is passed onto any new management team and 
governing body in the event of management change. 

 
 Requirement-  that anyone that manages asbestos is competent 

 
It is important that anyone who has the responsibility for asbestos management in 
school premises is properly trained and aware of what they must do.  They must have 
an appropriate awareness of the issues and risks, and be competent to tackle them. 
 
Training of site personnel is essential for the successful management of asbestos.  
Those in control of the site also have a key role in briefing contractors, whether 
procured through the ELB or directly by the school management team. 
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Where health and safety functions, including asbestos management, are assigned to 
local staff, they can only be assigned to competent individuals.  The respective school 
bodies should therefore ensure that those individuals are trained to a sufficient 
standard of competency to be able to do the job safely.  The training should emphasise 
the importance of co-operation and communication between the school and other 
parties, particularly when refurbishment work is organised locally.  Such communication 
will help ensure changes to buildings are properly recorded in the ELB and/or school 
records where appropriate.  This training should highlight the relevant roles and 
responsibilities of personnel, particularly in the control and monitoring of contractors. 
 
 Requirement- Asbestos management plans are in place 

 
A range of management plans were seen some of which were generic and others that 
were site specific.  
 
The Control of Asbestos Regulations (NI) 2012 requires the duty holder to have a 
written plan of the actions and measures necessary to manage the risks from ACMs.  
ELB’s and other school bodies should ensure that all their schools have a site-specific 
asbestos management plan. 
 
  
4. Key actions for all school bodies 
 
Although it was not considered necessary for all schools to be visited as part of this 
exercise, there are a number of learning points that can usefully be taken into account 
by all school bodies: 
 

 Review your property portfolio to ensure that all premises have been identified 
and they are properly considered in surveys; 

 Ensure that the condition of identified ACM’s are monitored; 
 The most recent survey is always available on site; 
 Ensure you have arrangements in place to hand over information on AMC’s to 

all the respective dutyholders; 
 Ensure that your contractors have provided asbestos awareness training for their 

workforce; 
 Check that arrangements, procedures and resources are in place to monitor 

your policy on asbestos management in the schools where your organisation is 
the employer or duty holder; 

 Check that where asbestos management functions are delegated to site 
personnel those staff are trained and competent for the role; 

 Check that site specific asbestos management plans are in place and available 
at the school premises.  The management plans need to consider ongoing 
maintenance and refurbishment work, and how to deal with unplanned 
‘emergency’ work such as damage caused by burst pipes. 

 
 
5. HSENI GUIDANCE/FOLLOW UP SUPPORT TO SCHOOLS            
 
HSENI intend to add a news Item to their website www.hseni.gov.uk to further assist 
schools in understanding their responsibilities in managing the risk from asbestos.  
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Frequently asked questions have been prepared and will be accessible via the HSENI 
website – this includes an Asbestos Checklist for Schools and a FAQ.  
 
More information and answers to specific queries are available from the Asbestos 
Advisory Service by calling 0800 0320 121. 
 
 
6. Sources of further advice and guidance 
 

 The management of asbestos in non domestic premises, Approved Code of 
Practice, reference L127 (ISBN 0-7176-6209) 
www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/l127.htm 

 A short guide to managing asbestos in premises (INDG223) 
www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg223.pdf 

 Asbestos e-tool –web based tool for small businesses, that will also guide LAs 
and school management teams http://asbestos.hseni.gov.uk/ 

 Asbestos: The survey guide, HSG264 (ISBN 978-0-7176-6385-9) 
www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/hsg264.htm 

 Further guidance on the duty to manage is given on HSENI website 
www.hse.gov.uk/asbestos/campaign/duty.htm 
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