
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Preliminary resul ts on smoking patterns for
workers attending an asbestos abatement course

Hilt et al (I) have reported information on occupa­
tional asbe stos exposure and smoking hab its . Our in­
formation supports theirs and shows an additional oc­
cupational group at risk for diseases related to smoking
and asbesto s exposure.

Recently we have collected information on asbestos
abatemen t workers an d their smoking habits. A group
of asbestos ab atement workers has been created as a
result of the demand to remo ve asbestos from buildings
in the United States. The Uni versity of Pittsburgh ,
Graduate School of Publi c Health, Departm ent of In­
dustrial Environmental Health Sciences , in coopera ­
tion with the Alleg heny Co unty Health Department
(Pittsburg h, PA) has begun to train workers engaged
in asbestos abatement projects. This course is a result
of the Alleghen y Co unty requirement that wor kers
engaged in asbestos remo val complete a certifi cat ion
program.

Although ot her approved courses are available out­
side the county, workers must, at a minimum, take the
asbestos train ing examinat ion given by the Department
of Indu strial Environmenta l Health Sciences, and we
have been ab le to con duct a smoking sur vey of those
attending . During the registration all workers were re­
quested to fill out a smok ing survey form. No in­
for mation was obta ined to ident ify individ ua l par tici­
pan ts. Sur veys were then depos ited by the participan ts
in a labeled box near the entrance of the classroom .

T he preliminary results by l O-year age gro ups for
smokers, for mer smo kers, and never smokers are
reported in tab le I . These results are based on que s­
tionnaires turned in by participants of the first two
training sessions. It is expected tha t 10 mor e training
sessions will be cond ucted in 1987. The two sessions
had 133 participants with 120 (I 14 white males, 4 black
males, and 2 white females) return ing the survey for ms
(90 fJ/o returned) .

The resu lts shown in table I , compared with those
of a United State s gene ral populat ion (41.4 % current
smokers, 28.7 % form er smokers, an d 29.9 0/0 never
smokers - fo r whit e ma les), show th at a higher per ­
centage of att endees were smokers, or never smokers,
with a lower percent age of for mer smok ers (2). While
the dat a of Hil t et al (those exposed to asbesto s) (table
5, page 562 of their report) report current smokers at
44.7 % , ex-smokers at 36 .9 % , and never smokers at
19.4 % . However, our group includes a small nu m­
ber of pro fessional workers (ie, engineers) ( > 10 fJ/o),
which wou ld tend to increase the number of never
smo kers.

Altho ugh asbesto s aba tement workers a re req uired
to use protective equ ipment, mo st report that devia­
tions fro m th is standard are common. Some of the
workers admit removi ng respirato ry pro tection in the
asbe stos abatement work area and engagi ng smo king
and/or eati ng .

Workers in this indu stry have reported using respi­
ratory filter cartridges for weeks to months, altho ugh
regulati on s requi re th is equipme nt to be cha nged after
showering, which sho uld be don e when the workers
exit the abateme nt ar ea. Since the majority ( > 57 %)
of the workers at tend ing asbesto s abatemen t training
are under 35 years of age, their future rate of lung can ­
cer within the next 10-40 years cou ld be substantially
increased . Therefore, this gro up should also be con­
sidered at high risk and included in lung cancer screen­
ing programs.

Tabte 1. Smoking status of part ic ipants in an asbestos train -
ing course by age.

Smoki ng sta tus

Age
- - --_ .

Current Former Never
(years) _.._- _. .

N % N % N %

15-24 12 10.0 2 1.6 7 5.8
25-34 28 23.3 8 6.7 12 10.0
35-44 g 7.5 4 3.3 9 7.5
45- 54 3 2.5 7 5.8 1 0.8
55-64 5 4.2 4 3.3 2 1.6
Unknow n 0.0 0.0 7 5.8

Tol al 57 47.5 25 20.8 38 31.7
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