Testing the Water:
Asbestos in Old Pipes Raises a Call for Action
Residents of one English village are pushing for an overhaul of the
mains network and more research into the health implications.
Adrian Clarke first became aware there was asbestos in the drinking water when he saw workers wearing white masks
repairing a burst pipe in Cranleigh, a large village 40 miles south of London. He soon found out that almost a third of
Cranleigh’s water pipes were made of asbestos cement.
As a former factory inspector for the UK government’s Building Research Establishment in the 1970s and 1980s, Mr
Clarke had seen asbestos being used to make water pipes at three manufacturing plants. He was also familiar with the
dangers of inhaling asbestos when used to build schools and homes. “I used to hold the fibres, and walk through the
clouds of white dust, until we became aware of the dangers,” he says.
Two people in Mr Clarke’s village had recently died of asbestos-related diseases, though they did not work in the
industry and believed they had no direct contact with the silicate mineral, which is found in everything from car brake
pads to paper and roofing materials. Mr Clarke, a retired specialist in glass for commercial buildings, was curious about
whether a connection could be drawn between the asbestos cement pipes and their cancers. “If it’s dangerous when it’s
inhaled, isn’t it dangerous when we drink it?” he asks.

Cranleigh, with its 19th-century drinking fountain and traditional English village green, turned out to be far from the
only place to be riddled with asbestos cement pipes. About one-fifth of people in England and Wales drink water that
has flowed through asbestos cement pipes, many of which were installed in the 1950s and 1960s.
But although the official government advice is that there is no risk to the supply of water, Mr Clarke’s research into the
issue alarmed him further.
The 37,000km of asbestos cement piping laid in Britain is now coming to the end of its 50-70 year lifespan. It is an
accepted fact that the release of asbestos fibres into the water supply increases as pipes age and deteriorate — and
spikes when they burst. But not only are there no UK guidelines as to when asbestos fibre levels in the water may be
considered a health threat, their levels in drinking water are not routinely tested.
The government has not investigated the issue for decades. A 1988 report by the the environment department concluded
there was no need for immediate action to remove asbestos cement pipes, even though it found clear evidence asbestos
fibres were entering the water supply though degraded pipes. The World Health Organization has adopted a similar
stance.
But Mr Clarke is not alone in his concerns. Campaigners in the US, Italy, Australia and New Zealand have also been
asking questions about the link between asbestos water pipes and disease — misgivings that have been given weight by
several scientific analyses.

In Britain, the questions about asbestos pipes come amid a broader crisis of confidence in the privatised water industry
following a series of environmental and financial scandals.
Faced with at least 18 bursts in the six months to June last year, Cranleigh’s residents have joined Mr Clarke in pressing
Thames Water, their regional supplier, to replace the asbestos cement pipes. Their fight has been taken up by county and
parish councillors, who are also concerned that increased housebuilding in the village will pile pressure on the network,
bursting more pipes and releasing more asbestos into the water.
“Is there another asbestos storm brewing here, this time around the ingestion of fibres in water?” asks Mr Clarke. “I
hope not, but if you have a risk to public health, you should err on the side of caution.”

One reason that asbestos in water pipes has never been considered a public health concern is the WHO’s drinking
water guidelines. It stated in 1996 and again in 2003 that there was “little convincing evidence” that ingesting loose
asbestos fibres from water passing through asbestos pipes was harmful.
Ivan Ivanov, team leader of global occupational health at the WHO, tells the FT that the organisation re-examined its
position in 2014 and “considered the reassessment of asbestos in drinking water (through ingestion) to be a low priority.
The conclusions have not changed.”
While the WHO is adamant that there is no cause for concern, some scientists are not so sure, pointing to the power of
the asbestos industry’s lobbying campaign and questioning research carried out on hamsters and rats.

“The WHO study was based on limited research and was incorrect,” says Arthur Frank, professor of public health and
professor of medicine at Drexel University in Philadelphia, who has helped asbestos victims in court cases. “There is
plenty of evidence that water rushing through asbestos cement water pipes leaches out asbestos fibres and there is no
question in my mind that the ingestion of asbestos causes gastrointestinal tract and kidney cancers.”
Critics of the WHO-inspired status quo point out that almost all past research into the issue has focused on chrysotile, or
“white asbestos”, whereas the cement pipes in Britain were often made of crocidolite, or “blue asbestos,” much of it
mined in South Africa. The blue variety has pointed needlelike fibres that enter into the tissue of the oesophagus,
stomach and colon, and is thought by some to be more dangerous than other fibre types.
The effect of inhaling blue asbestos is well documented in Britain. Crocidolite was banned in 1985 and chrysotile in
1999 as part of a complete ban on asbestos’ use in the construction industry. By then Britain had released 6m tonnes of
asbestos into the environment, meaning that many work or live in buildings that still contain traces of the fibre. It has
since become an accepted fact that the inhalation of asbestos fibres can cause terminal diseases such as lung cancer and
mesothelioma, though it can take more than 20 years to develop.
Academics credited in the WHO research have also faced scrutiny over their work, with one, Eric Chatfield,
subsequently carving out a career as an expert witness for asbestos companies fighting claims from people with
asbestos-related diseases. Another, Peter Toft, became a Canadian government representative opposing US plans to ban
asbestos.

The WHO acknowledges that the research by Mr Toft and Mr Chatfield was used in the 2003 study but says the “overall
weight of evidence on the occurrence and health effects of asbestos were independently assessed by our expert group”.
It adds, however, that asbestos in drinking water is “on our watchlist” and that it does not “recommend the installation
of asbestos-containing pipes.”
Several studies elsewhere have disputed the WHO’s conclusions. A 2005 study of Norwegian lighthouse keepers who
drank water from asbestos cisterns found that the “risk of stomach cancer was elevated in the whole cohort”.
In 2012, the International Agency for Research on Cancer, a specialist arm of the WHO which has its own governance
and budget, published a review of all the existing evidence up to 2009, listing a wide range of cancers that could be
caused by the ingestion of asbestos fibres through drinking water, though its findings were also inconclusive.
“Asbestos can enter potable water supplies . . . from the deterioration of asbestos-containing cement pipes containing
drinking water,” it said. Although levels are generally low, “in some areas the concentration in water may be extremely
high”. It added: “Small children may be particularly vulnerable because per kilogramme of body weight they drink
more water than adults.”
Agostino Di Ciaula, president of the scientific committee for the International Society of Doctors for the Environment, a
pressure group, says that despite the inconclusive IARC paper in 2012, “the available evidences certainly demonstrate
that the risk of gastrointestinal cancer deriving from chronic ingestion of asbestos is not negligible, and that ingested
asbestos might also act as a co-carcinogen agent”.
In July last year a group of women with ovarian cancer in the US won a case that argued they had absorbed asbestos
fibres into their ovarian tissue by using Johnson & Johnson talcum powder, proving that it could migrate from the
genital areas to their ovaries. The pharmaceutical company has been told to pay out $4.7bn, though it is planning to
appeal against the decision.

But, whatever the outcome, the landmark ruling provides a serious challenge to the orthodoxy that asbestos is only
dangerous when it is inhaled.
It is not just Cranleigh in the UK that is struggling to trust the advice that asbestos in drinking water is not toxic. Last
December the inhabitants of Temuka, a small farming town on the South Island of New Zealand, started to complain
that they had low water pressure and their water filters had become clogged with a grey pollen-like substance.
“It was very odd because we were getting a very high concentration of asbestos fibres, so high it was clogging the filters
on the taps and hoses of washing machines,” says Grant Hall, water manager for Temuka district authority.
The grey muck was asbestos, released into the drinking water by a 9km cement asbestos mains pipe that stretched to the
local reservoir and dated back to 1964. Cement asbestos pipes were used in the region until 1990.
Health officials reassured Temuka that “the presence of asbestos in water doesn’t make it unsafe to drink or to use for
washing and showering”. But the town’s residents were not convinced. The asbestos cement mains have now been
replaced with polyethylene pipes. Mr Hall says the action was needed to reassure people despite government advice that
there was no significant risk.

“It was a concern because there was such a high concentration of asbestos fibres in the water,” says Mr Hall. There were
also concerns that if you watered the garden it would “dry on the leaves on the lettuce and then you’d inhale it”.
In New Zealand the cost of replacing asbestos cement water pipes has been estimated at NZ$2.3bn ($1.6bn), while in
Australia an A$8bn ($5.7bn) replacement programme is already under way.
There are no such plans in England and Wales, where responsibility for the infrastructure, including drinking water
safety, has been left in the hands of the 10 privately owned regional water monopolies. The actual testing of water is
carried out by the companies and monitored by the Drinking Water Inspectorate, part of the Department for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.
A report in 2002 for the inspectorate by Professor John Fawell, an independent consultant who sits on a WHO panel to
establish drinking water guidelines, acknowledged that “most waters, whether or not distributed through asbestos
cement pipes, contain asbestos fibres . . . because asbestos is widely found in the environment as a consequence of
natural dissolution of asbestos-containing minerals”.
Despite this the DWI says it does not monitor asbestos in water and referred to the WHO’s assessment stating that there
was no significant risk.
Ofwat, the UK water regulator, also says it has no information on the extent of asbestos cement drinking water pipes
and that the issue is outside of its remit.
Yet if responsibility for replacing asbestos cement pipes lies with the water companies in England and Wales, their
record has been heavily criticised.

EU directives to improve water quality drove a brief surge in infrastructure investment in the 1990s with capital
expenditure — which includes fixing leaks and improving reservoirs — averaging £5.5bn a year in the first two decades
after privatisation. But it declined by 10 per cent to £4.56bn a year in the 10 years to March 2018, according to research
by Greenwich university based on Ofwat’s annual reports.
The lack of investment has led to hundreds of burst pipes across the country, flooding businesses and homes, and
closing schools and roads. In February last year burst water mains caused by a thaw after freezing temperatures left tens
of thousands of people without water supplies and some Londoners queueing for bottled water.
Faced with rising public and political criticism, water companies have pledged to raise their investment. But having
taken on £51bn in borrowings since being privatised with no debt in 1989, they are not in a position to start
comprehensively replacing asbestos cement drinking pipes even if they were to accept the concerns.
There is also a question of legal liability. The pipes were installed during public ownership, raising difficult questions
over liability for the work.
Thames Water insists there is “absolutely no reason for concern, for any of our customers, in Cranleigh or in any part of
our region”. Citing support from the DWI and the WHO, it says: “We are tested vigorously on the quality of our water,
which ranks among the best in the country and the world.”
But even Prof Fowell says “the industry needs to have a strategy for replacing the pipes.” At the very least, he says,
“they need to know where they are and how many are left and what condition they are in.”
Mr Clarke, the unlikely Cranleigh campaigner, agrees. “People are still dying of asbestos-related diseases,” he says.
“Everyone assumes they inhaled asbestos at some point in their lives. But what if people are dying from drinking
asbestos fibres in water?”
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