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Editorial

Asbestos:  Sleeping  with  the  enemy�

Amianto: durmiendo con su enemigo

Carmen  Diego  Roza

Complexo Hospitalario Universitario de Ferrol, Ferrol, A Coruña, Spain

The sentences handed down to  the metro transport companies
of Madrid and Barcelona with regard to pleural and lung diseases
suffered by their workers due to exposure to asbestos have been
reported recently in the media. This material was  used exten-
sively as a thermal insulator in the railway industry and other
sectors. Its low thermal conductivity and high melting point made
it the ideal insulation: more than 3000 industrial applications were
described, and its use became ubiquitous. It should be remembered
that asbestos affects not only the employees of companies handling
this material, but also their family members. Indeed, jurisprudence
exists to this effect in Spain.1

All these events have focused the media spotlight on this old
acquaintance of pulmonologists and thoracic surgeons. The scien-
tific community has known for more than 100 years that asbestos
causes respiratory diseases. Initially, the product was  associated
almost exclusively with occupational exposure, and, in particular,
with jobs associated with heavy exposure, such as asbestos mining
and manufacturing, shipbuilding, and insulation.2–4 However, we
now know that exposure can occur in the domestic setting, among
workers’ families, from asbestos used in the home, or exposure of
the mineral during renovation or maintenance work in  buildings
that may  contain asbestos drainpipes and asbestos cement panels,
among many other sources. Exposure can also be environmental,
occurring among the inhabitants of communities living close to
mines or asbestos-related industries or  in areas where the subsoil is
rich in asbestos fibers. Both domestic and environmental exposure
can cause disease.5 In Spain, all use of asbestos has been banned
since 2002,6 and regulations governing the handling of already
installed asbestos have been in  force since 2006, resulting in the
implementation of very strict guidelines in this respect.7

Despite the Greco-Latin root of its name, meaning indestructible
or incorruptible, asbestos can deteriorate over time and release
fibers into the environment, putting the general population at risk
of inhalation. In the 1970s, Selikoff et al. already warned of the dan-
ger that inhalation of asbestos fibers released into the environment
could pose to  the health of the general population of New York.8

More recently, in  Spain, Tarrés et al.5 described asbestos-related

� Please cite this article as: Diego Roza C. Amianto: durmiendo con su enemigo.
Arch Bronconeumol. 2020;56:275–276.

E-mail address: carmen.diego.roza@sergas.es

diseases among a population living in the proximity of a  source
of contamination, namely, the fiber cement factory in Cerdanyola.
Mesothelioma is  the best marker of exposure to  asbestos, because
it is an exceptionally rare neoplasm in the general population that
is primarily caused by exposure to  this material. The best-known
studies on environmental exposure report a  greater prevalence of
mesothelioma in geographic areas where the content of asbestos in
the subsoil is high, such as Anatolia in  Turkey,9 although studies in
certain communities have also been published, such as Cerdanyola
in Spain, and in Trieste, the Veneto region, Monfalcone, Naples and
Lombardy in Italy,10 where the presence of a  manufacturing plant
was a  risk factor for the general population. We  must also remem-
ber that a  minimum threshold of exposure below which asbestos
cannot cause mesothelioma has not been established.11,12 Despite
predictions that mesothelioma would decline after asbestos was
banned in most industrialized countries, its incidence is increas-
ing globally, particularly in women. Occupational exposure is the
most common cause of mesothelioma, so this entity appears more
frequently in men, at a  male-to-female (M:F) ratio of 4–8:1, with
an mean age of 74 years. However, when mesothelioma is  due to
environmental causes the M:F  ratio is 1:1 and the mean age is 60
years. The same data also emerged from the study of  cases reg-
istered in  the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention who
died of mesothelioma between 1999 and 2010. This also demon-
strated that the M:F  ratio has been falling to a  rate of 1:1, suggesting
that a  greater proportion of mesothelioma is  derived from envi-
ronmental causes.13 A similar conclusion was  drawn from a  recent
meta-analysis that included 44 studies from 18 countries10 which
also found different odds ratios (OR) depending on the distance
from the source of contamination, the concentration of fibers in
room air, the type of activity leading to  asbestos contact, and the
fiber type.

This is, then, a  global, worldwide public health problem.14 We
physicians have 2 roles: the first is  to diagnose and treat diseases
associated with asbestos exposure. As  such, it is  essential that we
obtain a comprehensive history of not  only occupational, but also
domestic and environmental exposure when we encounter a  dis-
ease that may  be caused by this exposure. The second is  our social
responsibility, which requires us to raise awareness of the problem
and the need to completely eliminate the risk of current exposure to
asbestos. A good way  to  start would be by implementing the 2013
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European directive that urges member states to register buildings
containing asbestos and to proceed with its removal.15
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