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Executive Summary 
 

● Asbestos is a hazardous air pollutant within the meaning of the Clean Air Act.  
For decades it was a ubiquitous element of many building materials due to its 
waterproofing, fireproofing, and insulating properties.  By 1990 the production 
and distribution of most asbestos-containing building materials had been banned, 
but the proactive abatement of asbestos continued to be non-compulsory except 
in public schools. 

 
● In 1985 Maine surveyed the state of asbestos in its state buildings and found that 

a thorough abatement would cost in excess of $100,000,000.  The majority of 
this asbestos is still present today, and poses more of a threat as buildings have 
continued to age. 

 
● Concerns of maintenance workers about the reemergence of asbestos dust in 

the Cultural Building archives led the Maine State Employees Association 
(MSEA) to issue a Freedom of Access Act (FOAA) request to the Department of 
Administrative and Financial Services (DAFS) on March 5, 2019, seeking 
documentation of all the asbestos-related interactions involving the Cultural 
Building. The result of this FOAA revealed a long and tumultuous asbestos- 
plagued history involving, since 2000, more than 30 individual surveys and 
abatement projects in the Cultural Building alone. 

 
● It is often economically impractical to remove all asbestos in large-scale building 

renovation. Consequently asbestos is typically ‘managed in place’ whenever 
possible. For this practice to be safe there must be reliable records that are 
readily accessible to all workers coming into contact with hazardous areas. It is 
clear from the data of the FOAA request that although some records exist, they 
are largely unorganized, time-consuming to navigate, and not widely available. 
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● Data obtained from the FOAA demonstrate that asbestos abatement was all-too- 
often practiced on an emergency-basis and problem-specific level, to the 
detriment of the maintenance workers, the building’s regular employees and 
potentially the public. 

 
● The 1985-1987 crisis of the Maine State Library’s battle with asbestos serves as 

an extreme lesson in what can go wrong when asbestos management is too long 
deferred. The Bureau of General Services’ failure to recognize the severity of the 
emerging issues cost the state millions of dollars in renovation and resulted in 
Maine’s flagship library closing its doors for more than 17 months. Yet even after 
this massive project, a reliable record system was not put in place and the 
asbestos remaining in the building poses persistent problems. 

 
● To protect contractors, state workers, and the public, we advocate for the 

development of a tracking and monitoring system which would (1) keep detailed 
records of all of the known locations and corresponding condition of asbestos in 
state buildings and the history of abatement and exposure in those buildings and 
(2) be well-advertised and publicly accessible to all workers who interact with 
state buildings. Given the records that we have reviewed from the FOAA 
request, it is clear that some of these records already exists and that the 
development of a tracking and monitoring system is highly feasible. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Asbestos as a Hazardous Air Pollutant 



3 
 

 
 
Asbestos is a hazardous air pollutant, within the meaning of section 112 of the 1970 

Clean Air Act1. When it is in dry form, asbestos may be ‘friable’ or ‘non-friable,’ 

according to whether or not it is likely to release fibers into the air upon disturbance. 

Inhalation of asbestos fibers is strongly linked to a variety of severe lung diseases 

including bronchial cancer, mesothelioma, and asbestosis.  Despite the early 

recognition of the risks associated with asbestos, for many years the EPA considered 

asbestos regulation impracticable: in part because the technology for detecting and 

measuring asbestos was not yet advanced enough, and in part because, as reported by 

a foundational National Academy of Sciences' study, "asbestos is too important in our 

technology and economy for its essential use to be stopped…” Until the NESHAP 

revisions implemented by the amended Clean Air Act of 1990, asbestos was ubiquitous 

in the production of many vital building components, including thermal insulation, joint 

compound (also known as “mud”), spray-on fireproofing, adhesives (e.g. tile mastic) and 

cement roofing (e.g. fibro).2 All of these applications of asbestos are typically friable or 

likely to become friable over time. The manufacture and distribution of these products 

was effectively prohibited after 1990, but the asbestos introduced during the last few 

decades of construction wasn’t going anywhere. 

With the exception of AHERA’s requirement for public school facilities, there are 

no regulations compelling proactive inspection and abatement of asbestos-containing 

materials. Instead, this is addressed by Occupational Safety and Health Administration 

(OSHA) regulations on permissible ambient air pollution which hold employers 

accountable for the exposure of employees. It stipulates that employees must not be 

 

1 42 U.S. Code § 7412 
2 40 CFR § 721.11095 
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exposed to “an airborne concentration of asbestos in excess of 0.1 fiber per cubic 

centimeter of air as an eight hour time-weighted average,” or “in excess of 1.0 fiber per 

cubic centimeter of air as averaged over a sampling period of thirty minutes.”3 

Additionally, the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Maine Department 

of Environmental Protection (MEDEP) require that abatement professionals take air 

clearance samples which register less than 0.01 fibers per cubic centimeter of air before 

they ‘release’ suspect areas to reoccupancy, and to clean areas that fail these tests 

pursuant to stringent regulation.4 Beyond that, many of the fundamental decisions 

determining the management of extant asbestos are left up to the discretion of building 

managers and of environmental health and waste management professionals. In the 

case of state-owned buildings, local government officials act as surrogate buildings 

managers. This report uses Maine’s Cultural Building as a case study to show that 

asbestos management strategies employed by the state could be reformed to better 

promote long-term safety. 

 
 
 
 
 
The Issue of Asbestos in Maine 

 

In January of 1985, the Maine Bureau of Public Improvements (BPI)5 commissioned a 

report on behalf of the District Attorney’s office to investigate the condition of asbestos 

 
 

3 OSHA 29 CFR 1910.1001(c)(1)-(2), 1926.1101(c)(1)-(2), and 40 CFR Part 763, Subpart G – Asbestos 
Worker Protection which applies the previous statutes to state and local government employers who 
would otherwise be exempt. 
4 Maine DEP Chapter 425 — Asbestos Management and Regulations 
5 BPI was reestablished as the Bureau of General Services (BGS) in 1991 and again as the Bureau of 
Real Estatement Management (BREM) and the Bureau of Business Management (BBM) in 2017. 
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in state buildings. The report surveyed 14.5 million square feet of building space and 

concluded that the clean-up would cost the state an estimated $101,600,000.6 In the 

following years emerged a nascent effort to tackle this colossal task. Between three 

publicly approved bond issues in 19867, 19878, and 19899, the state allocated a total of 

$24,000,000 dollars to the identification and correction of asbestos problems in state 

facilities and public schools. The acts provided that the bonds would be used primarily 

to conduct surveys of individual buildings and to allocate funds to abatement and 

training projects on an as-needed basis. 

No statewide asbestos correction program was ever implemented. Moreover, 

these bond issues indicated a public- and state-willed priority, consistent with the then- 

recent 1986 passage of the Asbestos Hazard Emergency Response Act (AHERA),10 to 

maintain public school facilities first and foremost among state buildings.11 Undoubtedly 

the vast majority of the asbestos identified in the 1985 BPI report still remains, and 

especially so in state buildings which did not have the good fortune of supervision 

 

6 Datz, Bob. Kennebec Journal, “101.6M cleanup estimate surfaces from 1985 report“, April, 1986. This 
estimate was broken down into abatement cost in excess of $70,000,000, and relocation cost in excess of 
$30,000,000. 
7 The question asked: "Do you favor a $6,000,000 bond issue to provide funds to identify and correct 
asbestos problems in state facilities?" Bangor Daily News, "State of Maine General Election November 4, 
1986: Important Notice to All Voters of the State of Maine," October 28, 1986; Laws of the State of Maine 
as Passed by the One Hundred and Twelfth Legislature, "Private and Special Laws, Chapter 140" 
8 Bangor Daily News, "State of Maine Special Election November 3, 1987: Important Notice to All Voters 
of the State of Maine," October 27, 1987; Laws of the State of Maine as Passed by the One Hundred and 
Thirteenth Legislature, "Private and Special Laws, Chapter 71" 
9 Bangor Daily News, "State of Maine Special Election November 7, 1989: Important Notice to All Voters 
of the State of Maine," October 31, 1989; Laws of the State of Maine as Passed by the One Hundred and 
Fourteenth Legislature, "Private and Special Laws, Chapter 69” 
10 EPA 40 C.F.R. 763 This act compelled educational agencies to inspect public schools buildings for 
asbestos-containing materials and to take necessary actions to reduce risk. See TSCA Subchapter II: 
Asbestos Hazard Emergency Response (15 U.S.C. § 2641-2656) 
11 In 1987 there were two bond issues in competition. The question “Do you favor a $8,000,000 bond 
issue for capital repairs and improvements to state facilities and the removal of asbestos from state 
facilities?” lost the vote while the question “Do you favor a $6,000,000 bond issue for detection and 
removal of asbestos hazards in state facilities and public schools?” passed. In 1989, the $12,000,000 
bond allocated $10,000,000 to public schools facilities and only $2,000,000 to the rest of state facilities. 
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pursuant to AHERA12. What’s more, many of the buildings which were inspected in 

1985 are now — 35 years years later — in frequent need of renovation; and the 

asbestos containing materials which were employed in their construction are now in 

more friable conditions, posing higher risk to anybody who encounters them. 

 
 
Methods 

 

In order to better understand the history and current condition of asbestos in 

Maine state buildings, the Maine State Employees Association (MSEA) issued a 

Freedom of Access Act (FOAA) request13 to the Department of Administrative and 

Financial Services (DAFS). The request sought documentation of the Maine Cultural 

Building’s history with Asbestos including documentation of tests and surveys 

conducted, abatements performed, contractors hired, and correspondence with state 

DAFS officials. The response from the DAFS comprised more than 200 construction 

drawings and a diverse array of more than 140 documents involving asbestos in the 

Cultural Building. This latter group of documents evidences at least 30 distinct asbestos 

surveys and abatement projects occurring since 2000. For the purposes of this paper, 

the most relevant types of documents represented in the group are: building surveys; 

photo logs identifying asbestos containing materials; laboratory test results; contracts 

with abatement professionals; project reports describing recommendations of action for 

the BGS; and floor plans detailing the known location and condition of asbestos in the 

building. 

 
12 The later passage of ASHARA in 1992 did extend aspects of AHERA to public and commercial 
buildings, but not parts about compulsory inspection and abatement. 
13 Pursuant to 1 M.R.S.A § 408 
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The data from the FOAA was then supplemented with newspaper archival 

research. Articles from local Maine Newspapers from 1985-1987 expose a largely 

forgotten asbestos-ridden episode in the state library’s history which cost the state 

millions of dollars and caused the library to close its doors for over 17 months. 

 
 
The Failure of Asbestos Monitoring 

 

The nature of asbestos is that it is latently dangerous. A pile of friable asbestos in a 

still-air environment may not register by an ambient air test, but, if somebody were to 

disturb that asbestos, or, perhaps, to attempt to clean it up without proper technology 

and training, then that person would be at great risk and the air test would — too little 

too late — recognize that. At the very least, then, protecting building occupants and 

visitors requires that anybody that might come in close proximity to an instance of friable 

asbestos is already aware of its potential presence. Any intentional decision not to 

abate known asbestos thus hinges on the creation of an institutional memory. 

Given the ubiquitousness of asbestos and the economic strain of large-scale 

removals, the industry standard is to ‘manage asbestos in place’ when possible. For 

example, in May of 2015, workers discovered that a pipe leak had led to the 

accumulation of a white powdery substance on the tops of the storage shelves of the 

Cultural Buildings’ 1st and 2nd floor; they suspected the powder to contain asbestos. 

The dust was sampled and laboratory analysis confirmed that it was 12% chrysotile 

asbestos (whereas anything over 1% is considered an asbestos-containing material). 
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This prompted the BGS to contract with Air Quality Management Services, Inc. (AQM) 

to conduct ambient air tests.14 

The air samples contained a permissible concentration of asbestos so that no 

abatement action was legally required at that time. The report, authored by Randy 

Geoffroy, sparsely concluded that no airborne fiber exposure risk was anticipated and 

recommended: “ensure to not disturb dusty surfaces as this could affect air quality and 

likely lead to an exposure risk.“ Geoffroy also wrote that dusty surfaces should be 

cleaned with a HEPA vacuum, but again, this was optional. The only way that this 

passive recommendation could be made in good faith is on the assumption that some 

kind of institutional memory exists — that workers in the foreseeable future will be 

prepared to avoid dusty surfaces in the archive storage rooms. 

The FOAA data revealed that this was not a reasonable expectation. In fact, 

knowledge of the 1st and 2nd floor archive rooms as asbestos hazards had been known 

already since at least October of 1987, when the Cultural Building was inspected and 

the author took these notes: 

"fireproofing has been encapsulated, but very poorly. Appears to be a coat 

of paint. People working in this area say that pieces fall off whenever it is 

hit. The shelves holding archive materials go clear to the fireproofing..."15 

 
 
It is remarkable that, nearly 30 years later, the problems in those areas were 

unresolved. 

 
 
 
 
 
14 AQM Project #15-276 
15Inspection of Capitol Complex, DOF-11-088, Hall-Kimbrell Environmental Services Inc. 
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As a second example of a project report recommendation. In March of 2002, 

Morrissey Enterprises was hired to encapsulate an asbestos-fireproofed steel I-beam in 

the 4th floor mechanical fan room. The corresponding project report from NTC 

recommended that “periodic inspections of the area be performed on a monthly basis.”16 

Of course this recommendation potential to be effective is predicated on communication 

and institutional memory. A May 30, 2019 survey conducted by the Northeast Test 

Consultants for the BGS17 found that many rooms in the cultural building contained 

asbestos dust in concentrations which correlate with a “high” risk, according to accepted 

industry standard.18 Many of these samples registered at concentrations which 

anticipate airborne exposure levels of more than 20-30 times the OSHA permissible 

limit of 0.1 fibers per cubic centimeter. Among the locations which produced these 

concerning samples was the third/fourth floor fan room from the aforementioned 2002 

project report. Evidently the recommendation to periodically monitor the room was 

ineffective. Other concerning samples came from third floor and basement mechanical 

rooms. When cross-referencing this report with the older NTC reports in the FOAA, it 

became apparent that the presence of asbestos-containing building components in 

those rooms had already been precisely documented in the early 2000’s.19 If the 

asbestos in these rooms was being ‘managed in place,’ then it was being poorly 

managed. 

 
 
 
 

16 NTC Job #5988-2002, Project Report 
17 “Contamination Assessment Relating to Asbestos Containing Surfacing Material” 
NTC Job #17092-2019 
18 As elaborated in the Millette/Hayes Report “Settled Dust Sampling and Analysis,” 1994 
19 Documented, for example, in the November, 2000 annotated floor plans of draftsperson M. Fox, 
contained in NTC Job #4504-2000 
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From the various emails, reports, and memos in the FOAA data, it is clear that 

many individuals have come to possess extensive knowledge of specific episodes of the 

Cultural Building’s history of Asbestos. Many of the key discussions occur between a 

few top officials at the BGS and an industrial hygienist from a consulting firm, chief 

among them NTC, which has performed not less than 16 asbestos-related contracts at 

the Cultural Building since 2000. But these executive decision-makers come and go, 

and the effective knowledge of the buildings’ history seems to disappear with them; the 

history of asbestos management at the Cultural Building center extends now 35 years, 

extending several generations of responsibility for managing its asbestos problem. The 

correspondences in the FOAA between recent directors of the BGS indicate only a 

passing familiarity with the building’s history up to 2000 and no familiarity with its 1980s 

abatements.20 

 

A Pattern of Emergency Responses: 
 

The documents from the FOAA show that, if one understands the widespread 

presence of asbestos as a kind of industrial disaster which overextends the state’s 

economic resources, then the state’s handling of asbestos risk assessment and 

remediation is very much a kind of lazy triage, in which looming problems are neglected 

until they rise to the rank of emergency. 

This approach operates at the expense of the building’s permanent workers, its 

maintenance workers, and the public. What follows is a set of examples which 

 
 
 
20 E.g. a May 13, 2015 memo from Larry Mare to BGS Director Edward Dahl and Special Projects 
Director Jill Instasi on the subject of the asbestos in the Cultural Building Archives. 
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substantiate the claim that the approach to asbestos maintenance in the Cultural 

Building has been on a problem-specific and emergency basis-level. 

(1)(a): In May of 2001, an abatement project was undertaken in the basement 

custodial closet because debris from spray-on asbestos fireproofing had “fallen onto 

custodial supplies and equipment.”21 

(1)(b): In April of 2002, a BGS staff member was sent to the cultural building to 

replace steam valves on the 5th floor. His activities caused asbestos containing debris 

to dislodge from the ceiling of an administrative office on the 4th floor and fall near to 

where two women were working. During BGS maintenance work a water leak also 

spouted from a 4th floor office ceiling which was traced back to room 515 — a room 

which had undergone extensive asbestos abatement within the last couple of months.22 

(1)(c): In May of 2004, it was reported that asbestos containing mudded fittings 

had been “dislodged by a mechanical contractor performing work on one of the coils in 

the air handling unit located in the mechanical room of the Cultural Building.” Air 

conveyance systems had to be shut down to ensure that fibers didn’t get picked up into 

circulation around the building. The event was considered a “major fiber release 

episode.”23 

(2)(a): On July 7th, 2003, an emergency abatement was undertaken because a 

leak was discovered from a water line under the Cultural Building’s 4th floor laboratory 

 
 
 
 
 
 

21 NTC Job #5415-2001, Project Report 
22 NTC Job #5886-2002, Field Notes, Project Report, Floor Plan 
23 Bates Environmental Health & Safety, Inc., “Re: Response Action due to Asbestos Pipe Fitting 
Insulation Damage in the Cultural Building,” May 25, 2004; AmeriSci Job No. 504051159 
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fume hood and a panel of asbestos-containing transite was preventing the plumber from 

accessing it.24 

(2)(b): On May 1st, 2007, it was found necessary to abate asbestos-containing 

fireproofing from the 2nd floor archives in order to grant a plumber access to a drain 

pipe for removal.25 

(3) In Early June of 2001, abatement began on the second floor of the Cultural 

Building (the library), which purpose was twofold to “eliminate the potential release of 

airborne fibers that may be occurring as the result of supply air flow eroding asbestos 

decorative ceiling paint”26 and also because the cement blocks of the honeycomb 

ceiling hosting the paint appeared to be badly cracked.27 28 

In examples (1)(a)-(c), abatement occurred because the asbestos in the building 

had already gotten out of control and posed an immediate threat to workers, be they (a) 

administrative (b) custodial or (c) maintenance workers. The workers who discovered 

or dislodged the asbestos faced a serious risk of exposure; it is only a combination of 

their good judgement and sheer luck that the situation could be promptly contained and 

that the exposure was, hopefully, not acute. Needless to say, no employee should be 

put in a high-risk situation without proper training and consent; the physical and 

 
 
 
 
24 NTC Job #7309-2003. Project Report and Asbestos Project Notification, Form N 
25 Form 30 Construction Proposal and Contract. Project: Asbestos Abatement of Sprayed on 
Fireproofing; Department, Agency: B.G.S.; Location: 2nd Level Archives, Cultural Building; Appropriation 
No.: MGFA 2005 B.8 
26 NTC Job #4993-2001, Project Report 
27 NTC Job #4993-2001, Visual inspection of Asbestos Abatement Work Area, 06/02/01 
28 According to a notice of demolition and renovation from the FOAA between the BGS, Abatement 
Professionals (contact: Robert W. Rickett, Jr.), and Northeast Test Consultants (contact: Jim Guzelian), 
Another large-scale independent emergency asbestos renovation on the third floor was also wrapping up 
on 06/15/03 
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psychological traumas linked to asbestos exposure are too severe to take chances.29 

These examples speak to the need for a more proactive approach, one which does not 

assume that freak incidents will have mild consequences. 

In examples (2)(a)-(b), an urgent need for building maintenance brought about 

the asbestos removal. There are a few separate concerns here. The first is that a 

maintenance worker might be the one that discovers an asbestos-containing obstacle to 

the assignment at hand, and there is the issue of whether that worker consents to the 

risk and, if so, is properly equipped to recognize and safely avoid it. Certainly this 

should not be taken for granted, as seen in (1)(a). 

Another issue embodied in examples (1)-(2) is that these are problem-specific, 

ad-hoc emergency abatements, and as such they often do not address the root of the 

problem or are not intentionally designed. As in (3)(b), where the 2nd floor archives 

have featured asbestos hazards repeatedly over the years, these band-aid fixes keep 

exhaust financial and attention resources and keep the building’s asbestos illness 

always in limbo between remission and paroxysm. 

Building deterioration necessitated the abatement in example (3). The potential 

consequences of asbestos entering the airstream through paint erosion and ceiling 

fracture are of concern not just to workers but also the general public who visit the 

Cultural Building’s state library and museum. The approach of waiting to abate until 

visible signs of structural damage manifest is an invitation to danger. 

 
 
 
 

29 Bonafede, M, Ghelli, M, Corfiati, M, et al. The psychological distress and care needs of 
mesothelioma patients and asbestos-exposed subjects: A systematic review of published studies. 
Am J Ind Med. 2018; 61: 400– 412. 
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Crisis at the State Library 

 

In the previous section we presented examples which testify to the last-minuteness of 

typical abatement practices. The success of this practice depends fundamentally on the 

state’s ability to identify and address these situations before damage is irreversibly 

done.  This was not the case in the Maine State Library’s battle with asbestos (the 

library is located on the 2nd floor of the Cultural Building). 

The Maine state library was built in 1971. Like most other building projects at the 

time, asbestos-containing products factored heavily into many aspects of its 

construction. In particular, it was fireproofed with a popular industrial product called 

Mono-Kote.30 Library staff had suspected for years that the fireproofing contained 

asbestos, but had received verbal assurances from BPI officials that this was not true. 

In 1985, the Library sought to upgrade its 14 year old air-conditioning system.31 The 

Museum Director, Paul Rivard, cautiously hired a private contractor to test the suspect 

fireproofing in case the renovation would have created an asbestos hazard.32 The tests 

came back by November of that year and affirmed the workers’ fear, estimating a 5% 

concentration of asbestos in the fireproofing. 

This revelation was especially distressing because there had been a long history 

of library staff finding chunks of ceiling debris falling onto shelves and sometimes books. 

This condition, staff speculated, was the result of water leakage which originated from 

the faulty construction of the Cultural Building’s roof. Rivard and Gary Nichols, the state 

 
30 The Al Zimba company did the fireproofing, and the DAFS had documents from 1971 with numerous 
mentions of using Mono-Kote in the building. 
31 Datz, Bob. Kennebec Journal, “Asbestos and the State — Air Testing Goes Unanswered for Months“, 
April, 1986 
32 Since then, MEDEP has created policy under which such a renovation would legally require an 
asbestos inspection. 
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librarian, promptly sent a memo to Leighton Cooney, the director of BPI, demanding “(a) 

further more comprehensive professional samping be conducted of the sprayed-on 

fireproofing materials. (b) air sampling should be conducted throughout the building in 

both public and staff areas to determine health and safety risks.” 

More laboratory analysis of the fireproofing confused the situation: a public 

health laboratory determined that the fireproofing contained less than 1% asbestos, a 

legally negligible amount; but a third opinion from Shelburne Laboratories, a private 

Vermont lab, found a 12-15% concentration. Ultimately, a direct correspondence with 

the company which produced the Mono-Kote determined its asbestos content 

definitively as 15%. 

Nichols communicated his concern about asbestos-containing ceiling debris in 

mid-March of 1985. By this point he and Rivard had been requesting air testing for four 

months. A return memo from Lyon claimed that “considerable air testing throughout the 

building has shown no levels of airborne asbestos which violate state and federal law,” 

but remarkably no one in the library was aware of this or could find any record of such a 

thing. Emerson, the director of Shelburne laboratories, toured the facility on April 2nd 

and on April 18th wrote a letter to BPI director Cooney, which read: 

“The large amount of asbestos in the building, its poor condition, the extent of water 

damage, the presence of friable asbestos in air plenums, the open interior layout 

of the building and the widespread use of the facility by staff and the general public 

lead inescapably to the conclusion that the building be shut down immediately and 

that a competent asbestos contractor be retained for emergency clean-up and 

abatement work.”33 
 
 
 
 
33 Maine Stater, “Asbestos Closes State Cultural Building,” May 5, 1986. 
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According to Emerson, he had verbally delivered the contents of this 

recommendation to BPI already on April 2nd, though BPI denied this. So when the staff 

of the Cultural Building was told on the morning of April 23rd that they had to pack up 

and leave, it came as a complete shock. That afternoon, more than 80 employees 

attended a meeting in which they were informed by BPI officials that the 1st and 2nd 

floors of the building would be closed until Labor Day for a one million dollar ‘remove- 

and-repair job.’ 

This closure would have been bad enough already, but in reality the library would 

remain closed until September 28th, 1987,34 more than a year longer than BPI 

anticipated at that time. During that period, the vast majority of the library’s resources 

were totally inaccessible to the citizens of Maine. Some of the library’s collection was 

also irrevocably damaged by asbestos and subsequent abatement activity.35 

More than just the public and the Cultural Building’s staff, the state suffered 

immensely from the library’s ordeal. In January of 1987 it was reported36 that already 

more than $3,000,000 had been spent on the renovation and that BPI was requesting 

another $1,200,000 from the state in order to finish the job. Of this, more than 

$1,400,000 had gone to abatement and inspection expenses. By contrast, the roof 

renovation and canopy construction job — which would have protected the library from 

the water damage which was causing the building’s asbestos to become an urgent 

health risk — would have cost an estimated $1,666,000.37 

 
34 Hale, John. Bangor Daily News. “State Library Reopens Asbestos-Free,” September 29, 1987. 
35 Toole, John. Kennebec Journal. “Library Woes — bungling or misfortune?” January 27, 1987. 
36 Toole, John. Kennebec Journal. “Library’s Problems Intensify. Reopening Date Uncertain: Job 
Requires Another $1.2M,” January 22, 1987. 
37 Nichols, Gary. Independently published. “Fact Sheet — Asbestos Removal and Leaks,” February 2, 
1987. 
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When the library closed in 1986, it was because BPI had neglected the condition 

of the Cultural Building’s roof for years and had dismissed the asbestos concerns of the 

building’s staff for long enough that the building became an occupational hazard. 

Improved communication and trust between state employees and BPI would have 

solved the problem before it spiraled out of control. Ultimately, the abatement project 

became so expensive that the roof and canopy project took a backseat, and the library 

continued to struggle with water damage in the coming decades. This has been 

especially problematic because, even after this massive abatement project, systematic 

records of the Cultural Building’s remaining asbestos have not been kept, and the 

building has continued to experience serious problems with asbestos up to the present 

day. 

 
 
 

Conclusions: A System to Protect Maine’s Workers and Citizens 
 

From our review of myriad documents and the many examples of asbestos 

management presented within this report, it is clear that the current approach has not 

served either state workers or the citizens of Maine well. The 1986 crisis at the state 

library and the emergency exposure abatement responses that we have documented 

are not inevitabilities of an asbestos-ridden building; they are symptoms of an unhealthy 

approach to asbestos risk assessment and remediation which is in dire need of 

updating. 
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The key problematic features of the current approach are (1) it operates on an 

emergency-basis to minimize an existing exposure risk rather than to prevent an 

exposure risk from existing. This puts workers and the public in unnecessary danger 

and puts an unnecessary strain on government officials’ risk assessment capabilities, 

which, if inaccurate, can result in crisis (2) it encourages a pattern of problem-specific 

building renovations. These fixes do not address the problems at their roots and do not 

yield substantive improvement in the building’s asbestos health (3) its safe operation 

presumes an institutional memory that apparently does not exist. Although contractors 

and state officials overseeing the building made good faith efforts at abating and 

managing asbestos in place, the lack of any systematic recordkeeping repeatedly put 

contractors, state employees, and citizens who visited the Cultural Building in harm’s 

way. 

Despite the magnitude of Maine’s asbestos contamination, a genuinely safe 

and proactive approach to asbestos management is achievable. The critical first step is 

the development of a tracking and monitoring system. This system would keep detailed 

records of all of the known locations and corresponding condition of asbestos in state 

buildings and the history of abatement and exposure in those buildings. It is imperative 

that this system would be well-advertised and publicly accessible to all workers who 

interact with state buildings. 

First, and most importantly, this system will provide for the health and safety of all 

workers and the citizens that visit Maine state buildings each day. This is paramount 

and would constitute a significant improvement over current practice. Secondly, the 

development and launching of the tracking system would provide an opportunity to 
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develop and deliver education to workers about their health and safety concerning 

asbestos and other hazardous materials. In this way the workers and their union could 

become partners in creating healthy and safe workplaces. Thirdly, the existence of 

systematic data would allow state officials and the legislature to move out of a reactive 

position of only responding to unexpected emergencies -— many the result of an 

informational deficiency — to a more proactive place where both short-term and long- 

term plans could be implemented to manage asbestos in state buildings. Finally, the 

acts of setting up and maintaining this system will create a newfound transparency in 

asbestos management that will encourage more trust and collaboration between state 

employees and bureaucrats. 

From our research it is clear that the development of a tracking and monitoring 

system is highly feasible. Within the FOAA data we reviewed, dozens of project reports 

detail — via annotated floor plans, verbal description, and photo logs — the location and 

condition of asbestos in every room of the Cultural Building.  This information would 

form the core for building a tracking and monitoring system.38  Additionally, it is clear 

that there are a number of highly-trained and knowledgeable employees who possess 

great technical and specific knowledge of the asbestos in Maine’s Cultural Building, but 

that currently no mechanism exists for them to systematically share this knowledge. 

There is no doubt that the combination of personal knowledge from employees and 

existing asbestos records could be organized into a tracking and monitoring system to 

the benefit of all. 

 
 
 
38 We will be happy to share with any interested parties the rudimentary database that we constructed in 
the process of researching this report 
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