There have been many discussions in the fire service regarding wearing one's mask and regulator in the overhaul process. Several reasons are given such as: “it (SCBA) impedes vision”, “it (SCBA) is not comfortable” and that “a true IDLH does not exist”. As firefighters, we often consider breathing or not breathing SCBA supplied air from the immediately dangerous to life part, but not the chronic health part. Human nature leads us to discount the chronic health affects that we face as firefighters; "I can't see it so it isn't there" or it “is just this one time”. 
As the fire service continues to evolve we learn more and more about why firefighter life spans are shortened compared to other members of the workforce. Below are links from the Mesothelioma Cancer Alliance, that describe common asbestos containing products and potential exposures that firefighters face from other sources. It is clear that simply wearing your mask from the entry point to the exit point at a fire can significantly reduce your exposure risk.   

Please read the following articles regarding drywall and drywall compounds used in construction from the WWII ear through the late 70's and early 80's.
http://www.mesothelioma.com/asbestos-exposure/products/joint-compound
http://www.mesothelioma.com/asbestos-exposure/occupations/drywall-tapers.htm
http://www.mesothelioma.com/asbestos-exposure/occupations/firefighters.htm
"Common Environmental, Chemical and Other Hazards Faced by Firefighters
The first hazard that probably comes to mind when you consider the dangers faced by firefighters is fire. While firefighters are well-equipped to withstand high heat and avoid being burned, these risks are ever-present. Environmental hazards include exposure to asbestos, a naturally occurring mineral responsible for mesothelioma cancer. The most common place that a firefighter will encounter asbestos is in the initial stages of extinguishing a fire. Burning asbestos materials can damage asbestos to a point where the fibers are easily released into the air. Most protective equipment that firefighters use during this phase will eliminate the risk of inhalation, but what is important for firefighters to remember is that asbestos products can continue to release asbestos fibers into the air after the flames have been put out and as debris is cooling off slowly. It is imperative that firefighters wear a self-contained breathing apparatus, or SCBA, even after the actual fire has been extinguished to avoid inhaling asbestos."-Read more: http://www.mesothelioma.com/asbestos-exposure/occupations/firefighters.htm#ixzz2glIK8zRf
"It is therefore important for drywall tapers to take the necessary precautions to prevent them from breathing in the dust by using breathing protection masks. Prior to the 1980's putty compound and drywall tape generally contained asbestos.
Because drywall tapers frequently work alongside drywall installers who also generate dust during the installation process, hey are at further increased risk for inhaling asbestos containing dust. Both tapers and installers should always take appropriate precautions against breathing in dangerous dust particles. This is especially true if a project involves the demolition or repair of an old wall installed before 1980." Read more: http://www.mesothelioma.com/asbestos-exposure/occupations/drywall-tapers.htm#ixzz2glEDrUGC
Demolition equates to any wall breaching process used by firefighters in performance of their duties on the fire ground. This includes use of saws, axes, hooks and sledge hammers in the overhaul process. Therefore, if you are operating in a structure that was built anywhere from the early 1900's through the late 1970's you are likely exposing yourself to asbestos in the drywall, tape and joint compound. 
"The only known cause of Mesothelioma cancer is asbestos!"
Mesothelioma Cancer

The only known cause of mesothelioma is exposure to asbestos. Pleural mesothelioma involves the lining of the lung and is the most common form diagnosed. Peritoneal mesothelioma involves the lining of the stomach and pericardial mesothelioma affects the lining around the heart. All three types have a poor prognosis.

Asbestos Related Lung Cancer

Smokers who are exposed to asbestos are at higher risk for developing lung cancer as the asbestos exposure can exacerbate the formation of malignant tumors that block the air passages. Asbestos workers who do not smoke have a fivefold greater risk of developing lung cancer than non-smokers, and those asbestos workers who smoke have a risk that is fifty to ninety times higher than non-smokers. Lung cancer that develops as a combination of factors including asbestos exposure is called asbestos related lung cancer. Read more: http://www.mesothelioma.com/asbestos-exposure/occupations/drywall-tapers.htm#ixzz2glGkHPel
Limiting Secondhand Asbestos Exposure

“Many firefighters may not even consider the dangers of exposing others, like their family members, to asbestos. Reports of malignant mesothelioma cancer as a result of secondhand exposure to asbestos have risen in the last decade, so it is important that firefighters understand how they can protect others. They should then be cleaned and decontaminated if necessary. Firefighters who may have been exposed to asbestos should also clean themselves before returning home so that they do not expose their family members.” Read more: http://www.mesothelioma.com/asbestos-exposure/occupations/firefighters.htm#ixzz2glR8YvLK
Please read the above articles and discuss with your shifts, as firefighters we are faced with many unseen hazards. Take time to protect yourself, your shift and your family. The keys to a healthy and happy retirement is to wear your mask, practice good post fire hygiene and clean your PPE regularly as needed!
