
AJPH HISTORY

September 2017, Vol 107, No. 9    AJPH Rosner and Markowitz    Peer Reviewed     Public Health Then and Now    1395

“Ain’t Necessarily So!”: The Brake Industry’s Impact 
on Asbestos Regulation in the 1970s
David Rosner, PhD, MPH, and Gerald Markowitz, PhD

Canada is proposing a ban on asbestos, and the US Environmental Protection Agency has listed it 

among the first 10 materials it is investigating under the new Toxic Substances Control Act revisions. 

However, this effort is currently running up against enormous industry and political opposition. 

Here, we detail the activities in the early 1970s of the Friction Materials Standards Institute, an 

industry trade association, to stifle earlier attempts to regulate asbestos use in brake linings, one 

of the oldest and most obvious sources of asbestos exposure to mechanics, among others. (Am J 

Public Health. 2017: 1395–1399. doi: 10.2105/AJPH.2017.303901)

At the end of 2016, the US 

Environmental Protec-

tion Agency (EPA) proposed 

asbestos, the cause of fi brotic 

lung disease and cancer, as one 

of the 10 industrial chemi-

cals to be evaluated under the 

newly revised Toxic Substances 

Control Act.1 Under the new 

act, a risk evaluation of asbestos 

is to be completed within three 

years and, if asbestos is found 

to be an “unreasonable risk to 

humans and the environment,” 

the EPA is required to mitigate 

that risk, possibly through a 

ban, within two more years.2 

By 1970, asbestos was used 

in some 3000 products, such as 

roof shingles, fl oor tiles, house 

siding, ironing boards, and 

particularly in brakes, among 

other consumer items. Today, this 

carcinogenic material is banned 

in the United States in a few 

products, including corrugated 

paper and fl ooring felt, but it is 

still legal in brakes and clutches 

and a host of construction and 

industrial materials, such as vinyl 

fl oor tile, roofi ng materials, and 

cement pipe, among others. 

Consequently, it is in millions of 

homes, gas stations, and repair 

shops across the country.3

Historians have documented 

one major reason for the 

delay in banning this known 

carcinogen: private industry 

trade groups stifl ed earlier eff orts 

at regulation.4 Here, we look at 

the specifi c eff orts of one such 

group, the Friction Materials 

Standards Institute (FMSI), 

to forestall the regulation of 

asbestos used in brakes and 

clutches, one of the oldest 

sources of asbestos exposure. 

We examine the industry’s 

reaction to the newly created 

Occupational Safety and Health 

Administration’s (OSHA) 

dramatic reduction of the 

Permissible Exposure Limit 

(PEL) in the early 1970s. There 

is a literature that addresses 

the current medical and 

epidemiological evidence of the 

dangers from asbestos brakes.5 

Here, however, using internal 

corporate documents, most of 

which have not been previously 

reviewed but are now available 

at https://toxicdocs.org,6 we 

explore what the industry 

understood about the dangers to 

mechanics from asbestos.

The concern about asbestos 

in brakes refl ects the broader 

acknowledgment of the impact 

of industrial toxins on workers 

and consumers in the 20th 

century.7 In the early 1930s, 

E. R. A. Merewether identifi ed 

the dust produced by “the 

sawing, grinding and turning 

in the dry state of articles 

composed wholly or partly 

of asbestos such as motor car 

brake and clutch linings” when 

inhaled as a cause of asbestosis, 

the fi brotic condition that slowly 

strangles aff ected workers.8 

Merewether’s early observation 

that any material that contained 

asbestos could prove to be a 

hazard was affi  rmed in the 

immediate postwar period, as 

offi  cials noted that “asbestos 

has been incorporated into 

… protective clothing, brake 

linings, cements, … and other 

forms of insulation” and that 

exposure to asbestos dust caused 

by “the breakdown of the native 

mineral” was also associated with 

cancer of the lung.9 By the mid-

1960s, asbestos was associated 

with asbestosis, lung cancer, 

and mesothelioma, a cancer 

of the lining of the lung and 

abdominal cavity, leading the 

British Ford Motor Company 

to host a conference in 1969 on 

the possible dangers presented 

to brake mechanics and those 

installing or replacing brake 

linings.10

In 1970, the Occupational 

Safety and Health Act, 

establishing OSHA and 

the National Institute of 

Occupational Safety and 

Health (NIOSH), was passed.11 

Almost immediately, the FMSI 

established an Asbestos Study 

Committee (ASC), which 

focused on the possible impact 

of OSHA regulations on brake 

and clutch manufacturers. 

Working with the Asbestos 
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Information Association of 

North America (AIA), another 

trade association, it sought to 

forestall any drastic regulation.12 

Among the ASC’s fi rst acts was 

to meet with OSHA offi  cials 

who had issued an emergency 

PEL of 12 fi bers per cubic 

centimeter in 1971 and, a year 

later, reduced it further to 5 

fi bers per cubic centimeter, with 

an even greater reduction to 2 

fi bers per cubic centimeter by 

1976.13

ACKNOWLEDGING 
DANGER PRIVATELY

The FMSI was aware of why 

OSHA was considering this 

reduction. At its meeting in June 

1972, the ASC received a report 

that Rohl and colleagues had 

presented a paper at a meeting of 

the American Industrial Hygiene 

Association, which was held at 

Mt Sinai School of Medicine 

in New York City. According to 

the ASC, the paper revealed that 

“the dust concentrations during 

the blowing off  of brakes are in 

excess of the fi ve fi bers per cc 

[cubic centimeter] allowance.”14 

They acknowledged that 

exposure to asbestos dust was a 

possibility, if not a probability, for 

workers installing and replacing 

brakes.15

This raised the question 

for the ASC as to whether 

the manufacturers, under the 

new OSHA regulations, had 

an obligation to warn workers 

of dangers they potentially 

faced.16 Hence, a new rationale 

for not warning was developed: 

they publically pronounced 

that asbestos, when “locked 

in” to fabrics, lacquers, plastics, 

or other fi nished products, 

was not a danger as it could 

not be released into the 

air.17 In private, however, the 

committee members noted 

that because their products 

were friction materials, there 

was an inherent danger in the 

“handling [by employees] of 

the products with supposedly 

locked-in asbestos during … 

drilling, grinding, inspection and 

boxing.” Furthermore, there was 

the potential for the release of 

asbestos during “the handling of 

the brake lining or clutch facing 

by the customer” even far from 

the shop fl oor. One member 

of the ASC suggested that “a 

notifi cation be put in boxes in 

brake linings or clutch facings,” 

but this was quickly shot down 

when another member objected 

because “he felt it was another 

‘red fl ag’ that would bring more 

harm to the industry than the 

alleged good that would come 

from enclosing such notices.”18

Despite public assurances 

that using “locked-in” asbestos 

was safe, E. W. Drislane, the 

executive director of the FMSI, 

wrote to the ASC about an 

internal survey that revealed “the 

problem [that] in many cases 

subsequent operations will be 

performed—cutting, grooving, 

drilling and grinding [and that] 

these subsequent operations 

can produce concentrations of 

asbestos fi bers in excess of the 

current exposure limits.”19 “Most 

members of the Committee” 

believed that the OSHA 

standard was “exceeded in many 

areas such as inspection, drilling, 

and grinding where there is 

not adequate dust collection 

machinery.”20

AIN’T NECESSARILY SO
In mid-1973, “Ike” Weaver, 

an engineer with the Raybestos–

Manhattan Corporation 

and chair of the ASC, gave a 

major address to the entire 

membership that provides a 

summary of what the industry 

understood about the dangers 

of asbestos. He informed them 

about the recent meeting of 

the International Agency for 

Research on Cancer at which 

“the most important item 

[was] the incrimination of all 

major types of asbestos as causal 

agents of carcinoma, particularly 

mesothelioma.” He further 

warned that “since most of us 

[in the FMSI] use substantial 

amounts of chrysotile asbestos in 

our formulations association of 

this material with mesothelioma 

and other types of cancer is of 

serious concern.”21

For an industry that 

identifi ed friction as the primary 

characteristic of its products, 

he knew “of no way any of us 

can be absolutely sure that his 

friction products, regardless 

of whether they are sold as 

original equipment or on the 

replacement market, …[would 

not] result in excessive exposure 

“Look What Makes the Disc Brake 
Brake.” From the 1930s on, sawing, 
cutting, sanding, or abrading asbestos-
containing products in any way was 
identified as a major concern. Here, we 
see an “asbestos-based” Johns–Manville 
disk brake ad from the 1960s with no 
mention of any potential danger.
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of workers or bystanders to 

airborne asbestos fi bre.” He 

was “appalled to learn … of 

instances where this problem has 

occurred.”22

He objected to those in 

his industry who argued that 

most workers were exposed 

only “relatively intermittently” 

to respirable asbestos dust: “I 

say emphatically this just ain’t 

necessarily so!” Not only did 

“large volume replacement 

users [perhaps chains such as 

Midas and Meineke] present 

major potential hazards,” but 

“even small job shops can 

needlessly expose people to 

high fi bre concentrations if 

operations are performed 

without controls.” There was 

the risk for dread disease 

even when exposures were 

minimal or of short duration.23 

“To me,” Weaver concluded, 

“labelling all containers or 

packagers of asbestos-containing 

friction material is the very 

least the industry can do to 

fulfi ll its moral obligation to 

its customers, their employees 

and the public and at the 

same time conform with 

minimum requirements of the 

Occupational Safety and Health 

Act.”24

Further evidence about the 

potential dangers to mechanics, 

including cancer, was provided 

with the publication of the Rohl 

paper on New York City garages 

that the ASC had heard about 

before. The ASC acknowledged 

that “some of the housekeeping 

conditions in these shops 

[were] deplorable.” And they 

acknowledged that conditions 

in New York were “perhaps 

no worse than in other shops 

throughout the country.”25

COLLAPSING DEFENSES
By the mid-1970s, the FMSI 

had learned that both national 

and international experts, 

NIOSH, the International Labor 

Organization, the International 

Agency for Research on Cancer, 

and other researchers agreed that 

the PEL was irrelevant to the 

question of cancer.26 In addition, 

one of the leading fi gures in 

industrial medicine and the 

leading asbestos researcher, 

Irving Selikoff , echoed these 

ideas, writing that the “only safe 

concentration is zero fi ber per 

cc.”27

In April 1975, as the date 

for the proposed reduction of 

the PEL to 2 fi bers per cubic 

centimeter approached, the FMSI 

faced a dilemma. They claimed 

they were already “having dif-

fi culty meeting the 5 fi bers/cc 

limit,” and worried that “it would 

be near impossible to meet the 

2 fi bers/cc limit due July 1, 

1976.” Some on the ASC “sug-

gested that the industry should 

oppose this change,”28 and Guy 

Gabriellson, vice president of the 

Asbestos Information Association, 

said that the industry should 

simply reject OSHA’s and 

NIOSH’s position.29

GROWING PRESSURE, 
GROWING EVIDENCE

The situation was becoming 

dire for the FMSI as they 

faced growing pressure to 

acknowledge that there was 

no exposure below which 

workers could be protected 

from asbestos-induced cancers. 

The pressure came from 

NIOSH, the International 

Labor Organization, and others. 

Selikoff  predicted an “epidemic 

of asbestos related death and 

disease in years to come.” 

The FMSI Board of Directors 

was alarmed by the growing 

consensus that “no known dose 

level [of asbestos exposure was] 

‘safe.’ ” Furthermore, Selikoff  

and his colleagues were “actively 

promoting” the view that the 

hazards were “associated with 

asbestos emissions”—specifi cally 

to mechanics—“from brake 

lining wear and from brake 

service operations.”30

The pressures became even 

greater in July 1975, after 

NIOSH called a meeting in 

Washington of an automobile 

company, union representatives, 

the major asbestos companies, 

researchers, and a trade 

association representative.31 

They learned that the medical 

literature “revealed at least 

four cases of these rare tumors 

[mesotheliomas] in persons who 

were employed in jobs involving 

automobile brake servicing.”32 

The liability dimensions of the 

problem facing the industry 

were frightening: “It has been 

reported that approximately 

900,000 persons are employed 

in such work in the United 

This ad from Raybestos-Manhattan 
emphasizes the “safety” of the asbestos 
brakes, despite the fact that by this 
point, it was clear that exposure to 
asbestos dust could cause cancer.
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States. It is recommended that 

stringent industrial hygiene 

measure to control exposure 

be implemented as rapidly as 

possible.”33 In a separate article, 

the industry learned that “during 

brake-lining maintenance and 

repair, workmen in garages, 

service stations and brake repair 

shops are exposed to asbestos 

and thus may be subject to 

serious cancer risk. Others, at 

some distance from the repair 

work, are perhaps subject to the 

same hazard.”34

RESISTANCE RAMPS UP
At the same time that these 

articles were being published, 

OSHA proposed to reduce the 

asbestos standard even lower, 

which the FMSI described 

as a “drastic reduction.”35 

The ASC began to mobilize 

committee members and the 

general membership of the 

FMSI to oppose OSHA’s 

recommendation that the PEL 

be reduced to 0.5 fi bers per 

cubic centimeter instead of the 

2 fi bers per cubic centimeter 

standard that was scheduled to 

go into eff ect July 1, 1976. In 

June, they proposed a three-part 

strategy. First, they intended 

to educate their membership 

on how to comply with the 

2-fi bers per cubic centimeter 

standard to go into eff ect in the 

following month and further to 

recognize “the impact that will 

be required to cope with the 

0.5 fi bre standard, should it be 

imposed.” Second, they planned 

to oppose the more stringent 

standard with “every possible 

means at our disposal,” and “to 

enlighten government offi  cials 

of what informed members 

within our industry regard as the 

complete impracticality of the 

[proposed] 0.5 standard.” Finally, 

they planned on “cooperating 

with the Asbestos Information 

Association and the Institute 

Offi  ce in their response to 

OSHA on the revised standard,” 

an eff ort they believed had 

already borne fruit.36 In the 

end, the standard would not 

be reduced until the mid-

1980s,37 and they congratulated 

themselves and the AIA on 

forestalling the reduction of the 

standard. The FMSI thanked the 

AIA for “the outstanding job 

[they did] in rebutting some of 

the reasons for OSHA’s stringent 

proposals.”38 The committee 

bragged that “we have been told 

that our eff orts … have been 

effi  cacious.”39

The infl uence of the asbestos 

industry can be observed 

directly by comparing the 

warnings the FMSI and AIA 

recommended for gas stations 

and auto repair shops with those 

of the government. NIOSH in 

1976 suggested that a sign be 

posted at the entrance to the 

work area of these garages that 

specifi cally warned: “Asbestos; 

Dust Hazard; Avoid Breathing 

Dust; Wear Assigned Protective 

Equipment; Do Not Remain 

in Area Unless your Work 

Requires it; Breathing Asbestos 

Dust May Cause Asbestosis and 

Cancer.”40 The FMSI and the 

AIA adopted similar wording, 

with one crucial diff erence: 

they did not use the word 

“cancer.” Instead, they adopted 

OSHA’s wording from the 1972 

standard:41 “Breathing Asbestos 

Dust May be Hazardous to Your 

Health.”42 As a result of the 

FMSI and AIA’s opposition, the 

lowering of OSHA’s PEL was 

signifi cantly delayed. In addition, 

they trivialized the dangers to 

workers by not including cancer 

in their warnings. As a result, 

they belittled and undercut the 

warnings of NIOSH, Irving 

Selikoff , and many other 

scientists that workers were 

putting their lives at risk by 

working with products made 

with asbestos.

For policymakers, it is 

important to understand the 

tragic history we relate here. It 

took 45 years of work on the 

part of physicians, laboratory 

scientists, regulators, and citizens 

to achieve these monumental 

victories for public health, but 

all of this work can be undone 

if the current administration in 

Washington follows through 

on its threats to undercut the 

EPA and other federal agencies. 

There are few materials in the 

modern environment that are 

documented to be as hazardous 

as asbestos. It would be tragic if 

all this work was to be undone 

by new lobbying eff orts aimed 

at a new administration and 

EPA administrator particularly 

receptive to industry’s siren call 

to deregulate.43  
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