Asbestos exposure

A guide to health and compensation issues

Asbestos is a time bomb

How dangerous is asbestos?

Employers, manufacturers and governments ignored the health hazards of asbestos for many years,
exposing workers and consumers to potentially lethal illnesses.

The dangers of asbestos are only now becoming truly apparent. Experts predict that the number of people
suffering from illness related to asbestos will not peak until 2020.

People who were exposed and subsequently developed asbestos-related disease may be entitled to
substantial financial compensation from those who ignored the warning signs.

Asbestos is a substance that was most commonly used for fire-proofing and for insulation. While it is now
largely banned as a building material, asbestos remains in our everyday lives.

It can take 10, 20, 30, even 40 years for the symptoms of asbestos-related disease to appear.

Asbestos cement sheeting was a common building material, sometimes called “AC sheeting” or “fibro”
and was used for roofing, in pipes, as insulation and in car parts.

Early symptoms such as shortness of breath can develop into life-threatening illnesses after many
years have passed.
That is why it is critical that anyone who develops symptoms of asbestos-related disease keeps their
medical records, employment history and contacts for workmates or other witnesses that can be
called upon if the matter goes to court.
This brochure is designed to assist you in understanding the illnesses that asbestos can cause and
your entitlement to compensation.
Read this brochure carefully then fill in the Asbestos Employment Record on page 12 and return it to
us. We’re happy to answer your questions personally any time.

Asbestos is most dangerous when disturbed. Fibres can easily be inhaled, leading to a range of deadly
diseases. You should never cut asbestos cement sheets or handle asbestos. Leave any repair work to
professional tradesmen or asbestos removalists.

Have you been exposed?
Most people with asbestos-related diseases were exposed at work by directly handling asbestos products,
or by working in the vicinity of other people using asbestos products.
The occupations most affected involve:
• Mining or milling asbestos
• Manufacturing raw asbestos
• Using asbestos products in building and lagging work
Anyone living with a worker from an asbestos industry, particularly anyone who handled their work clothes,
may also be at risk.
Ryan Carlisle Thomas has also acted for clients who have developed asbestos-related illnesses by living in
areas where asbestos plants and mills operated.
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What are the diseases?

When visiting your doctor, it is vital that you give a detailed account of the ways in which you may have
been exposed to asbestos products. This will help to quickly diagnose your condition and assist in any legal
compensation to which you may be entitled.

When inhaled, asbestos can cause any or all of the following diseases:

Pleural plaques
These patches of thickening may appear on the lining of the chest wall and over the diaphragm in the
pleural membrane that lines the chest. These patches typically don’t affect breathing. They are neither
cancer nor become malignant. They can take at least seven years to develop.

Initial x-ray and CT scans will help determine the extent of your condition. A biopsy and sputum cytology
test will determine whether your tumour is malignant or benign.
Some asbestos-related illnesses can be cured, particularly if they are found early. For others, treatment can
improve the quality of life of sufferers.

Asbestosis

While surgery, chemotherapy and radiation therapy may help, unfortunately there is no cure for
mesothelioma. Treatment is designed to improve the quality of life of the sufferer.

This is a form of fibrosis or scar tissue in the lungs, which restricts breathing and therefore the amount of
oxygen the body can absorb. It can take ten years to develop and, while it’s not cancer, it may cause death.

What support is available?

Lung cancer

People with cancer can enjoy improved quality of life with a careful and informed approach to their illness.

Asbestos workers who smoke are particularly prone to lung cancer. Tests have shown that smokers who
have worked with asbestos have an eight times greater risk of lung cancer than smokers who have not
been exposed. It’s a disease that may take decades to appear.

It is important to seek appropriate medical advice on diet and exercise and to have your condition regularly
reviewed by your doctor.

Mesothelioma
This is a terminal cancer that may take up to 40 years to develop. It affects a different part of the body –
the “pleura” or lining of the chest cavity that covers the lungs. Smoking does not cause mesothelioma.

Can the diseases be treated?

You can seek help with medical investigation and treatment from:

Workers Occupation Health Centre
Victorian Trades Hall Building
54 Victoria Street
Carlton South Vic 3053
Tel: 03 9662 4820
Website: www.wohc.org.au

Treatment is more successful if the problem is found early. If you suffer from chest pain, shortness of breath,
a persistent cough or weight loss, it is important you inform your doctor of your exposure to asbestos, even if
the exposure was only light or for a limited period. This will allow a proper diagnosis to be made.
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Legal action can be brought for negligence against:
• Manufacturers of asbestos products
• employers, and
• occupiers of premises that have allowed asbestos products to be used.
Damages can be claimed for:
• Past and future medical expenses
• loss of income and income earning capacity, and
• pain and suffering.

What are my legal rights to compensation?
Once you become aware of your condition, it is important to seek immediate legal advice.
Scientific evidence of the health dangers of asbestos has been available since the 1930s.
Most employers, manufacturers and governments ignored this evidence. They put profit and convenience
ahead of health and safety. Those responsible are negligent. Taking them to court can not only lead to
substantial financial compensation, it also sends a clear message to employers, manufacturers and
governments to take seriously their responsibility to workers.

The courts can process claims very quickly in cases where people are ill or only have a limited life expectancy.

What if I smoke?
You are still entitled to compensation if you smoke or smoked. Smoking neither causes nor exacerbates
some asbestos-related diseases, and is a contributing cause only for others.

What if I was born or exposed in the United Kingdom?
Ryan Carlisle Thomas has been involved in a large number of cases where compensation has been obtained
in the UK for Australian residents exposed to asbestos while working or living in the UK. Compensation is
available on a “provisional basis” to people who have asbestosis or other minor diseases. This allows the
claim to be resolved while still permitting further action to be taken should the person develop another type
of asbestos-related illness.
There is also a statutory bereavement sum available if a husband or wife dies due to an asbestos-related illness.
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Compensation for spouses and children
The spouses and dependent children of someone who has died from an asbestos-related illness are
entitled to compensation for the amount of earnings lost as a result of the illness.
In Australia, this is commonly calculated by considering the average age of retirement to be 65 years.
If the deceased provided services of a domestic nature for which you now pay, you may be entitled to bring
a claim for “loss of services”.

Can I claim if my employer has gone out of business?

What will it cost?

Yes. While many companies that employed people and allowed them to be exposed to asbestos are no
longer operating, claims can still be brought against that company’s Workers’ Compensation insurer.

Ryan Carlisle Thomas does not charge up-front legal fees on asbestos matters. The first consultation
is free and our “No fee ‘til you win” policy means that you won’t be charged any fees at all unless you
receive compensation. See the back page for our 17 office locations.

Getting a good lawyer

For free, confidential advice on all injury and sickness matters call: 1800 240 245

Getting the right legal advice from a firm experienced in asbestos law is critical to your chances of success.
Ryan Carlisle Thomas is one of Australia’s best. We’ve won payouts for hundreds of clients throughout
Australia who have been exposed to asbestos.
We also have an expanding practice in the UK, representing many clients who were exposed to asbestos in
England, Ireland, Wales and Scotland and have since moved to Australia.
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Comprehensive legal services
Ryan Carlisle Thomas and our regional partner Stringer Clark have more than 160 staff across 17 locations
throughout Victoria. In addition to asbestos compensation we offer legal advice on:

Work injuries
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Sexual/physical abuse
Compensation claims for victims abused by an individual or through contact with an organisation
(e.g. church, school, residential institution).

Military compensation
Compensation claims for members of the armed forces and Reservists.

Lump sum and weekly benefit claims for work-related injury and disease, including back and neck injuries,
hearing loss and exposure to toxic substances. Experts in WorkCover and Comcare systems.

Personal injuries
Compensation claims for financial loss, pain and suffering resulting from tobacco and other toxic
substances, accidents, defective products and wrongful death.

Criminal law
Defence of charges in police and traffic matters and appearances in criminal courts.

Family law
Applications for divorce, maintenance, custody, access and restraint orders, division of property in
matrimonial and de-facto relationships and separate representation of children.

Employment

Anti-discrimination and equal opportunity claims
Sexual harassment and discrimination on grounds such as age, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation
and disability.

Superannuation
Advice on termination and retirement entitlements, claims for disability benefits and Superannuation
Complaints Tribunal applications.

Wills and probate
Preparation of Wills, administration of deceased estates and obtaining grants of probate and
letters of administration.

Conveyancing
Sale and purchase of houses and land. Section 32 vendor’s statements.

Claims for unfair/wrongful dismissal, award breaches and underpayment and contract advice.

Migration law
Immigration and refugee applications and appeals, student visas and family reunions.
June 2008
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Asbestos exposure record
If you’ve been exposed to asbestos, you should record the details of your work history – even if you don’t
have immediate symptoms. If you or one of your family members does become sick, these details will
be important both for future medical diagnosis and to help prosecute your legal case. If you require more
space, please write on an additional sheet.
Full name:			
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Date of birth:

Our network of offices
In 2007 Ryan Carlisle Thomas joined forces with leading regional law firm Stringer Clark to create Victoria’s
biggest network of legal services. With offices in 17 metropolitan and regional locations, plus affiliates in
Beechworth, Bendigo, Bright, Mildura, Mt Beauty, Myrtleford, Shepparton and Wodonga, Ryan Carlisle Thomas
can provide expert local service to clients throughout Victoria.

Address:
Phone (h): 		

Phone (w):

Ryan Carlisle Thomas offices:

Employment details:
Name:

Address:		

Period employed:

Name:

Address:		

Period employed:

Type of exposure (e.g. lagging, spraying, cutting sheets, bystander etc):
1.		

2.		

3.

4.		

5.		

6.

Details of any workmates (to verify your claim):
Name:

Address:		

Phone:

Address:		

Phone:

Employer:
Name:
Employer:
Type of asbestos products you were exposed to (e.g. AC sheet, lagging):
1.		

2.

3.

4.		

5.

6.

Do you have any symptoms related to your exposure to asbestos? If yes, provide details.

Signature:			

Date:

Ballarat
29 Lydiard St Sth
Tel: 5331 7898
Fax: 5332 1810
ballarat@rct-law.com.au

Dandenong
41 Robinson St
Tel: 9238 7878
Fax: 9238 7888
dandenong@rct-law.com.au

Bayswater
Unit 11,
653 Mountain Hwy
Tel: 9720 9311
Fax: 9720 9225
bayswater@rct-law.com.au

Frankston
Suite 1, Level 1
108–120 Young St
Tel: 9770 0544
Fax: 9238 7888
frankston@rct-law.com.au

Cranbourne
98A High St
Tel: 5996 8788
Fax: 5996 8811
cranbourne@rct-law.com.au

Geelong
127 Myers St
Tel: 5221 6266
Fax: 5223 1905
geelong@rct-law.com.au

Melbourne
Level 30,
80 Collins St
Tel: 9240 1414
Fax: 9240 1444
melbourne@rct-law.com.au
Melbourne
Rear of 532 Elizabeth St
Tel: 9342 0100
Fax: 9349 4383
anf@rct-law.com.au

Pakenham
114 Main St
Tel: 5941 5722
Fax: 5941 5733
pakenham@rct-law.com.au
Werribee
67 Watton St
Tel: 9731 0811
Fax: 9731 0822
werribee@rct-law.com.au

Melton
112 McKenzie St
Tel: 9747 6822
Fax: 9731 0822
melton@rct-law.com.au

Stringer Clark offices:
Ararat
165 Barkly St
Tel: 5352 1866
Fax: 5352 1863

Colac
13 Murray St
Tel: 5231 6955
Fax: 5231 6266

Hamilton
44 Brown St
Tel: 5571 2528
Fax: 5571 2531

Client advice line: 1300 366 441

Horsham
40 McLachlan St
Tel: 5382 2244
Fax: 5382 2266

Portland
10 Henty St
Tel: 5523 1288
Fax: 5523 5778

Warrnambool
179 Koroit St
Tel: 5562 5733
Fax: 5562 8817

www.rct-law.com.au

Fax to: 03 9240 1444, or
Post to: Asbestos Taskforce, Ryan Carlisle Thomas, Level 30, 80 Collins Street, Melbourne Vic 3000
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