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Fiberglass: cancer threat? 
Asbestos and fiberglass have some 
things in common: They're both made 
up of tiny fibers that can be inhaled 
and lodged in lungs. But unlike as
bestos, health officials don't want to 
see a delay in efforts to protect work
ers from fiberglass exposure. 

Evidence that asbestos posed a 
health threat appeared as far back as 
the 1930s, but it wasn't until the 1970s 
that efforts were taken to reduce expo
sure to asbestos in the work environ
ment. By then it was too late: Many of 
those exposed to the material devel
oped lung cancer; asbestos exposure is 
now linked to 9,000 premature cancer 
deaths yearly. 

Now public-health officials, unions, 
manufacturers, and others are ques
tioning the safety of fiberglass, a syn
thetic insulating material used in 
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Researchers are raising questions about the health effects of fiberglass (shown magnified 200 times) 
when its fibers are inhaled and become lodged in the lungs. 

ceilings, floors , walls, and air ducts 
in both homes and offices. The con
cern is that glass fiber in lungs will 
cause cancer, especially tumors called 
mesotheliomas. 

Worries about fiberglass have been 
heightened by a recent large-scale epi
demiologic study of workers involved 
in fiberglass production. The study 
:ound an excess mortality rate of 12 
percent among the workers compared 
with the general population. However, 
the leader of the study, Gary Marsh, 
an associate professor in the depart
ment of biostatistics at the Universitv 
of Pittsburgh Graduate School of Pub
lic Health, points out that "an excess 
in the range of 10 to 12 percent would 
have very little practical significance, 
because it could easily be due to fac
tors over which we had very little con
trol, such as the smoking h~bits of the 
workers or the fact that they were ex
posed to other t hings in addition to the 
fibers. ·, Mortality increases of 50 to 
100 percent would be needed to show a 
meaningful association between fiber
glass and cancer, adds Marsh. 

Meanwhile, the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration has cited 
the study as a basis for requiring all 
glass-fiber products, such as insula
tion, to carry labels warning users of a 
possible cancer risk. A similar label 
was already required in California. 

Researchers have also tested the ef
fect of fiberglass exposure on animals. 
When fiberglass was inserted directly 
into the lungs of rats in some studies, 

it was found to produce tumors. But in 
studies in which animals inhaled fibers 
--conditions closer to those encoun
tered by humans-the cancer threat is 
not as clear. "There is no definitive evi
dence that breathing fiberglass is as
sociated with disease either in hu
mans or animals," says Dr. Frank ,T ._ 
Rauscher, executive director of TIM, e 
Inc., the trade group that represents 
fiberglass producers. 

Rauscher, a former director of the 
National Cancer Inst itute, stresses 
that studies have demonstrated a fun
damental difference between asbestos 
and fiberglass : Asbestos fibers stay in 
the lungs, while fiberglass fibers do 
not. "Thirty to sixty days after expo
sure, virtually all of the fiberglass 
found in the lungs of experimental an
imals is gone, whereas asbestos per
sists in the s::ime amount for a year or 
more." · 

To reduce potential risks , a mask. 
long-sleeved shirt, long pants, gloves , 
and goggles should be worn when re
moving or installing fiberglass . After 
working with fiberglass, don't rub or 
scratch your skin, but wash it gently 
with warm water and soap. Launder 
work clothes separately, and rinse the 
washing machine before using it 
again. To prevent airborne particles 
from installed fiberglass, seal the insu
lation off from airflow and cover open 
fiberglass with plastic sheets: edges or I 
tears in the paper or foil tha t covers 
fiberglass should be taped closed. 
-Oliver Fultz If -
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