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FIRE FIGHTERS GUIDANCE NOTE # 3-2  

 

ISSUE:   ASBESTOS 
 

Asbestos is a generic term for a group of naturally occurring mineral fibres known for their 
strength, flame and heat resistance. Harmful asbestos fibres are so small they are invisible to 
the naked eye. These small fibres may be carried on the wind for long distances. 

 

When working in buildings constructed prior to 1992, it should be assumed that asbestos may 
be present.  Asbestos was used in buildings prior to 1992 in a variety of ways, including: boiler 
and pipe insulation, curtains, plasters, floor tile, wall coverings, electrical insulation, fire proofing 
of structural members and even in homes in roofing materials, wallboard, refrigerators, paints 
and insulation.  An incident involving an older structure may disturb asbestos fibres and present 
a hazard to firefighters. 

 

O. REG. 278/05 - DESIGNATED SUBSTANCE — ASBESTOS ON CONSTRUCTION 
PROJECTS AND IN BUILDINGS AND REPAIR OPERATIONS 

Effective January 1, 2011, fire department operations conducted on emergency scenes are 
exempted from the provisions of O. Reg. 278/05.  This exemption, contained in Section 2 (5) of 
O. Reg. 278/05, applies to firefighters and fire investigators and commences with the arrival of 
the fire department on the emergency scene and continues through and until the completion of 
the origin and cause investigation activities.   

 

Once control of the building or property has been released by the fire department, the 
exemption for emergency work undertaken by firefighters or fire investigators terminates. 

 

Training Activities / Building Maintenance Operations in Fire Stations  

 

The exemptions for emergency work referenced above do not apply to non-emergency fire 
department activities including training evolutions in acquired structures nor do they apply to any 
building construction or maintenance operations in fire stations.  The provisions of O. Reg. 
278/05 apply to these types of operations.  

 

REG. 833 - CONTROL OF EXPOSURE TO BIOLOGICAL OR CHEMICAL AGENTS 

 

Reg. 833 applies to fire department operations on emergency scenes.  Specifically, fire 
departments are required to provide, and workers are required to use, personal protective 
equipment that is appropriate in the circumstances to protect workers from the hazard of 
asbestos.  Airborne asbestos is hazardous if inhaled. 
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During emergency operations, the use of positive-pressure SCBA and structural firefighting 
bunker gear prevents exposure to airborne asbestos.  SCBA should be worn by all personnel 
working within the hazard zone.  Wetting down areas that may contain asbestos will also 
significantly reduce the risk of airborne exposure. 

 

Personnel involved in origin and cause investigation work should wear either SCBA or 
appropriate respiratory protection in accordance with GN # 4-9 and GN # 4-13. 

 

During emergency operations, the risk of inhalation exposure is prevented through the proper 
use of SCBA or appropriate respiratory protection.  Monitoring or testing of airborne asbestos 
concentrations is not required under these circumstances.   

 

Fire Department Training Requirements 

 

Fire departments should: 
 

 Train all firefighters to recognize buildings and areas of buildings that are likely to 
contain asbestos, the hazards associated with asbestos, the appropriate personal 
hygiene and work practices (including decontamination). 

 Provide training on sources of information relating to asbestos including asbestos 
management plans (in accordance with the building owners’ responsibilities under O. 
Reg. 278/05) and building owner consultations. 

 Provide SOPs/OGs requiring that appropriate respiratory protection be worn from the 
commencement of emergency operations on scene through and until the completion of 
the origin and cause investigation activities. 

 

Post-Incident Clean-up 

 

Upon completion of emergency operations and/or origin and cause investigation, fire 
departments should conduct the on-site clean-up of personnel and equipment, while using 
appropriate respiratory protection, as follows: 

 

 Brush off debris from PPE, tools and equipment 

 Gently rinse off the equipment with low pressure water or clean with a damp cloth  

 Where available, a vacuum equipped with a HEPA filter can be used in lieu of rinsing off 
with water or damp cloth cleaning 

 Cloths used for cleaning should be identified as possible asbestos containing material 
and left on scene in the care and control of the property owner 
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Upon returning the fire station, personnel should shower and should ensure that any soiled PPE 
is washed in accordance with manufacturer’s recommendations.   

 

In developing SOPs/OGs relating to emergency operations that may involve buildings 
containing asbestos, fire departments should also consult the following Guidance Notes: 

 

 GN # 4-9 Respiratory Protection Program 

 GN # 4-13 Personal Protection During Fire Investigation Operations  

 GN # 6-12 Rehabilitation During Emergency Operations 

 GN # 6-23 Safety During Salvage and Overhaul  

 GN # 7-2 Training Requirements 

 GN # 7-5 Live Fire Training Considerations for Acquired Structures 

 

 

References: 

 

O. Reg. 278/05 Designated Substance - Asbestos on Construction Projects and in Buildings 
and Repair Operations, made under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 

 

Reg. 833 Control of Exposure to Biological or Chemical Agents, made under the Occupational 
Health and Safety Act 


