Asbestos in Balloon Frame Construction

What is Balloon Frame Construction?

Balloon frame construction is a type of framing construction that was developed in the mid 1800's. In balloon frame construction the wood that forms the framing of the house runs from the sill of the foundation up to the eaves of the home. Clearly for a two story or taller house this requires framing pieces that are of a significant length. 

Another popular form of framing is platform framing. Balloon framing differs from platform framing in one major way. In platform framing each floor is framed independently of the other. For example, the first floor is framed, with the framing material anchored to the foundation sill and extending to the ceiling of the first floor. The second floor is then built on top of the first floor. Platform framing is the type of framing used today. 

Balloon framing was popular for several reasons. The development of balloon framing coincided with the development of machine made nails and sawmills that could produce lumber at consistent lengths and widths. Before this time, it took a skilled carpenter to build a home. All the framing was done with dovetail joints and mortises and tenons. These methods of joining wood required a high degree of skill. 

Balloon framing did have its drawbacks. It required long runs of framing lumber, which could be hard to find. It was also difficult for the workers to complete the second floor. In platform framing, the framing of the first floor creates a platform for the workers to use to complete the second floor. In balloon framing, the ceilings of the first floor are attached to the wall framing as part of the construction process. The most critical problem with balloon frame construction was the fact that the balloon framing, with long runs from top to bottom create a chimney effect. A house fire would quickly engulf the entire home as the flames raced up the wall. In fact, building a balloon framed home is against the building codes in most areas for just this reason.

Where to Find Asbestos in Balloon Frame Construction

Balloon frame construction was a popular method used to build houses from the late 1800s through the 1950s. This time coincides with the period in which asbestos was added to many building products. If your home is constructed with balloon framing, then it is also likely that it contains asbestos filled building materials such as shingles, insulation and wall board. 

Asbestos was added to many residential and commercial building materials from the early to late 1900s. Any home built before 1978 probably contains some building materials that include asbestos. You cannot recognize asbestos containing materials by sight, so any area that you remodel should be treated with care. 

Remodeling the Balloon Framed Home

The process of remodeling a balloon framed home is complex. You have to assume that homes built during this era contain asbestos and take necessary precautions. At the same time, if you are accessing the wall studs at all, you should install firebreaks to reduce the risk of fire damage. Fire breaks are simply boards, 2 by 4s or 2 by 6s depending on the width of your walls, that are installed horizontally along the studs of the balloon framed home. These fire breaks will stop the chimney affect that is such a fire concern in balloon framed homes. 

Another concern when remodeling balloon frame homes is the asbestos containing building materials. Asbestos building materials are not a health hazard as long as they are in good condition, but when they become damaged or are removed they release microscopic fibers into the air. These microscopic asbestos fibers are easily inhaled and present a serious health concern. Inhaling asbestos is the only known cause of mesothelioma, a rare cancer that can affect the lining of the lungs.
If you will be doing the remodeling on your home yourself you there are a variety of precautions that you can take to minimize your risk of exposure to asbestos during the remodeling process. Before you begin the demolition process make arrangements with your waste removal service to dispose of the asbestos containing material. Since asbestos in considered a hazardous material, asbestos containing material cannot be disposed of in a normal trash receptacle. The waste removal service will give you specific instructions on how you should package the waste for removal. You should also expect to pay an additional fee for this service. 

When you begin removing the asbestos containing materials from your home you should wet the area down thoroughly. This will prevent any asbestos dust that is stirred up in the removal process from becoming airborne, where it will be easily inhaled.  When you are working in the asbestos containing areas wear a mask and disposable overalls. When you are done in the area each day, leave these in the work area and wipe your boots down with a wet cloth before entering the rest of the home. 

Asbestos contamination in balloon framed homes is a common problem, but as long as you take the time to practice safe procedures for your remodeling project you should have no trouble completing your project without putting your health at risk. 
For information on mesothelioma or asbestos cancer, visit The Asbestos and Mesothelioma Center at www.asbestos.com.

