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Abstract: Asbestos-Containing Materials (ACMs) are hazardous and prohibited to be sold or used
as recycled materials. In the past, asbestos was widely used, together with cement, to produce
“asbestos cement-based” products. During the recycling process of Construction and Demolition
waste (C&DW), ACM must be collected and deposited separately from other wastes. One of the
main aims of the recycling strategies applied to C&DW was thus to identify and separate ACM from
C&DW (e.g., concrete and brick). However, to obtain a correct recovery of C&DW materials, control
methodologies are necessary to evaluate the quality and the presence of harmful materials, such as
ACM. HyperSpectral Imaging (HSI)-based sensing devices allow performing the full detection of
materials constituting demolition waste. ACMs are, in fact, characterized by a spectral response
that nakes them is different from the “simple” matrix of the material/s not embedding asbestos.
The described HSI quality control approach is based on the utilization of a platform working in
the short-wave infrared range (1000–2500 nm). The acquired hyperspectral images were analyzed
by applying different chemometric methods: Principal Component Analysis for data exploration
and hierarchical Partial Least-Square-Discriminant Analysis (PLS-DA) to build classification models.
Following this approach, it was possible to set up a repeatable, reliable and efficient technique able to
detect ACM presence inside a C&DW flow stream. Results showed that it is possible to discriminate
and identify ACM inside C&DW. The recognition is potentially automatic, non-destructive and does
not need any contact with the investigated products.
Keywords: asbestos; construction and demolition waste; hyperspectral imaging

1. Introduction
Many people working in the demolition of buildings manufactured prior to the 1990s were exposed,
during the different dismantling stages, to handling hazardous material like asbestos. The possibility
to utilize fast and reliable “on site” detection methods able to assess the presence of asbestos thus
assume great relevance.
Asbestos fibers are fibrous silicate minerals, widely used in construction during the 20th century
due to their strong fire, chemical and abrasion resistance. Many hazardous exposures result from
inadequacies to access information, to utilize appropriate measurement technologies and to use
adequate personal protective equipment [1]. Until the1990s, Asbestos-Containing Materials (ACMs)
(e.g., asbestos cement, Eternit, disc brake pads, etc.) were used in more than 3000 industrial applications
and for manufacturing various types of products, due to their outstanding characteristics [2,3]. Harmful
asbestos minerals that are regulated by law include chrysotile, tremolite, crocidolite, anthophyllite,
actinolite and amosite [4]. Asbestos fibers contained in the degraded products tend to exfoliate,

Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, 4587; doi:10.3390/app9214587

www.mdpi.com/journal/applsci

Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, 4587

2 of 15

liberating themselves from the embedding matrix, thus generating airborne particles. The breathing of
these fibers can cause benign asbestos-related disorders, like asbestosis and pleural plaques [5] and
malignant pleural mesothelioma (MPM). MPM is a rare, aggressive tumor. It originates from the
serosal cells lining the lungs and according to the World Health Organization (WHO), mesothelioma,
asbestos-related lung cancer and asbestosis globally cause 107,000 deaths annually [6]. Human
health can be damaged by inhaling fibers when they become airborne due to weathering or human
activities producing dust [7]. Nowadays, due to the adverse health effects associated with asbestos
exposure, various laboratory techniques are used to characterize the occurrence of asbestos fibers in
rock samples [8–11], and different studies were carried out on asbestos identification using portable
devices [12,13]. Life cycle of buildings that have been constructed by asbestos containing materials
(ACM) is reaching the renovation time, and their demolition waste will provide an enormous volume
of asbestos containing waste (ACW) [14]. Directives of European Waste Catalogue, code 170605,
classify all ACW as hazardous and requires its treatment prior to disposal in controlled landfills [15].
However, to minimize the amount of C&DW to be brought into the controlled landfills, it is necessary
to characterize all demolition waste and separate the hazardous material from the inert material.
The possibility to adopt fast and reliable analysis methods to a preliminary detection and identification
of asbestos fibers, during the demolition or renovation of a building, is of great interest in terms of safety,
time and costs. Hyperspectral imaging (HSI) based systems are widely used in remote sensing (i.e.,
satellite, aerial platform and drones) to identify and map specific aspects of the territory, including the
presence of hazardous materials, as the ACMs in rural, mountains, industrial and urban areas [16,17].
Limitations for ACMs mapping using HSI include lack of suitable spectral libraries for urban materials,
presence of shadows, non-roof coverage elements and spectral similarities [18,19]. The use of in
situ techniques based on HSI could represent a useful tool for the identification of materials and/or
products containing asbestos fibers. In this work, HSI was applied to classify ACMs at laboratory
scale, according to the promising results obtained in our previous studies [11,20–22]. Differently from
our previous studies, in this paper efforts have been addressed not to identify the presence of specific
asbestos minerals, but to detect the presence of ACM, that is “individuals” constituted by a matrix
embedding asbestos fibers. To our knowledge, no other studies are published on the utilization of
HSI for asbestos and ACMs classification inside C&DW waste at laboratory scale. Despite the many
advantages provided by this technique, a wider diffusion of HSI is hampered by the high amount
of data that can be collected in very short times: it is thus necessary a to utilize robust and reliable
statistical approaches to manage the data [23,24]. The proposed strategy, based on the combined use of
HSI and chemometric techniques, can represent a valid and efficient innovative analytical approach that
can support the currently adopted techniques for asbestos recognition [25,26]. The techniques currently
adopted to detect asbestos require the physical collection and preparation of samples and usually
allow punctual measurements and/or small areas mapping. HSI, on the contrary, does not require any
sample preparation, thus allowing the acquisition of large quantities of samples in shorter time.
The aim of this work was to apply HSI technique for detection and classification of ACM,
embedded in a real C&DW. The spectral range utilized to reach these goals is the Short-Wave InfraRed
(SWIR: from 1000 to 2500 nm), the same utilized for the analysis carried out by remote sensing [27,28].
ACM acquired images were processed using chemometric techniques, in order to operate an automatic
classification and in particular to separate samples with spectral fingerprint similar to ACM (i.e.,
uncontaminated mortars from asbestos mortars). More in detail, the chosen acquisition set-up allows
the rapid acquisition of a large quantity of samples at a resolution of about 150 µm. Asbestos fibers
are smaller than the chosen pixel resolution, but the spectral signature of the pure matrix is different
from the spectral signature of the matrix containing asbestos fibers. Starting from the collected spectra
it was thus possible to create a classification model able to recognize, inside a C&DW flow stream,
the presence of uncontaminated (i.e., absence of asbestos fibers in the matrix) and contaminated samples
(i.e., presence of asbestos fibers in the matrix). Multivariate approach, HIS based, was largely adopted
in many research fields [29–32] to manage the huge amount of data and to utilize the information to
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identify, to characterize and to sort ACM. The aim of the chemometric approach was to obtain a data
dimensionality reduction for a better data spectral evaluation and to develop classification algorithm
for an efficient handling of multiple classes when hyperspectral imaging [33–41] sorting strategies
have to be set up. Furthermore, the proposed approach also represents a step forward with respect to
safety, being applied with a minor exposure risk for workers.
2. Materials and Methods
ACM samples containing asbestos, provided by VERAM s.r.l. (Rome, Italy) and characterized in
previous works [11], were mixed with fragments of commonly utilized construction materials (i.e., fiber
glass, wood, mortars, aggregate, rope, brick, paper) in order to create a “reference” laboratory-scale
C&DW (Figure 1). ACM samples, containing amosite (Mg,Fe)7Si8 O22 (OH)2 , chrysotile Mg3 Si2 O5 (OH)4
and crocidolite Na2 Fe2 + 3Fe3 + 2Si8 O22 (OH)2 fibers of different diameters and lengths were selected.
The different asbestos minerals have been identified and characterized following a micro-XRay
Fluorescence (µXRF) and microscopy-based approach [21,22]. The C&DW samples were composed
by mortars, aggregates with different dimension and contaminants as brick, wood, fibers glass and
wood fibers.
Starting from the samples, four acquisitions were made. In the 1st acquisition, the ACM samples
are separately placed from the C&DW, in the 2nd acquisition the ACM samples were randomly placed,
together with C&DW. Finally, in the 3rd and 4th acquisitions samples without ACMs were prepared
(Figure 1a). The proposed test (i.e., 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th acquisition) were performed in order to
find the best classification strategy to identify and classify each material: aggregates, mortars, ACM,
fiberglass and organic material. Simplified samples identification charts are reported in Figure 1b.
Instruments and Statistical Analysis
HSI was carried out in the SWIR range (1000–2500 nm), adopting the SISUChema XL (Specim® ,
Oulu Finland) analytical unit equipped with 31-mm lens, allowing an acquisition resolution of
150 µm/pixel (i.e., 50 mm of field of view). The acquisition set up was established as results of the
previous studies [11,20–22], where the utilization of 15 mm lens optics, enabling a maximum pixel
resolution of 600 µm, allowed to perform ACM identification of classification. Such a result was
achieved at laboratory scale. The operative conditions being: a spatial resolution (i.e., field of view)
equal to 20 cm and a scanning speed of 72.5 mm/s. Samples are scanned on a moving imaging tray,
under lighting conditions, using SPECIM’s diffused line illumination unit. The scanner was integrated
with a computer workstation allowing to acquire and save spectral images in real-time using the
ChemaDAQ data acquisition software. An internal standard reference target, issued for calibration
measurement before each sample scan, is utilized thus performing an automatic image data calibration
in respect of the collected reflectance spectra. Its higher spatial and spectral resolution allows the
SisuCHEMA™ to record distinctive spectral absorption features in the SWIR wavelength region,
which can be utilized to study mineralogical components on materials surfaces [41]. The collected
hyperspectral data generate a hypercube, where the x and y dimensions allow to identify the pixel
coordinates (i.e., spatial dimension) and the z coordinate the spectral dimension.
Spectral data (i.e., hypercube) analysis was carried out adopting chemometric, utilizing the
PLS_Toolbox (version 8.6, Eigenvector Research, Inc.) running inside MATLAB (version 9.3,
The Mathworks, Inc., Natick, MA, USA). A single mosaic image was created from the four acquisitions
(Figure 2). Mosaic image was the result of a composite “tiled” image obtained performing a hypercube
concatenation. Following this strategy, a bigger hypercube embedding all particles hyperspectral
attributes was defined and utilized to perform all the further processing.
Principal Component Analysis (PCA) [42] for exploratory data analysis, Partial Least
Square-Discriminant Analysis (PLS-DA) [43–45] to build classification models and Hierarchical
Modelling (HM) were applied. PCA is a useful method capable of providing an overview of complex
multivariate data.
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Figure 3. Dendrogram showing the hierarchical model built to classify the ACM and C&DW.
C&DW.
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Table 1. Description of the pre-processing strategies applied to the spectra of the different C&DW for
each rule.
Rule

Preprocessing

Classification Output

1

Standard Normal Variate (SNV)
Mean Center (MC)

 AGGREGATES MORTAR AND BRIC + ACM
 FIBER GLASS + ORGANIC

2

Mean Center (MC)

 FIBER GLASS
 ORGANIC
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Table 1. Description of the pre-processing strategies applied to the spectra of the different C&DW for
each rule.
Rule

Preprocessing

Classification Output

1

Standard Normal Variate (SNV)
Mean Center (MC)

•
•

AGGREGATES MORTAR AND BRIC + ACM
FIBER GLASS + ORGANIC

2

Mean Center (MC)

•
•

FIBER GLASS
ORGANIC
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The first PCA (Figure 6a) shows significant difference between fiberglass and organic from other
The first PCA (Figure 6a) shows significant difference between fiberglass and organic from
materials. The score plot shows, trough PC3, a separation of fiber glass and organic from aggregates
other materials. The score plot shows, trough PC3, a separation of fiber glass and organic from
aggregates mortar and brick. These features were used to define the rules of the hierarchical
classification. The second PCA (Figure 6b) model shows a separation between fiberglass and
organic. In the detail, PCA score plot highlights as similar cloud dimension (dispersion of each class)
between organic and fiber glass with a quite marked separation trough PC3. These features were
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mortar and brick. These features were used to define the rules of the hierarchical classification.
The second PCA (Figure 6b) model shows a separation between fiberglass and organic. In the detail,
PCA score plot highlights as similar cloud dimension (dispersion of each class) between organic and
fiber glass with a quite marked separation trough PC3. These features were used define the rule 2.
The class aggregates mortar and brick and ACM (Figure 6c) shows a high variability due to the different
type of materials (i.e., different type of mortar and aggregate, brick, pottery, chrysotile, crocidolite, etc.).
to perform the separation of mortar and aggregate, brick, pottery, etc. from ACM, a two PLS-DA based
modelling was developed, implemented e set up. The first PLS-DA model (rule 3) allows to identify
aggregate, mortars and brick from ACM with significant fingerprint differences. The second PLS-DA
model (rule 4) (Figure 6d) discriminate ACM from aggregate, mortars, brick and organic materials
Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW
9 of 15
characterized by similar fingerprint. The class fiberglass, inside ACM material, is characterized by
fibers of different sizes, usually under 300 µm and showing a fingerprint similar to uncontaminated
preprocessing strategies permits a better identification of spectral differences. These features were
materials. The use of two different preprocessing strategies permits a better identification of spectral
utilized to set up the rules 3 and 4.
differences. These features were utilized to set up the rules 3 and 4.

3.2. Classification
3.2. Classification
The PLS-DA modelling based on rule 1, divides input data samples in 2 classes:
The PLS-DA modelling based on rule 1, divides input data samples in 2 classes:
FIBERGLASS/ORGANIC and ASBESTOS/AGGREGATES/MORTAR/BRICK. It shows a captured
FIBERGLASS/ORGANIC and ASBESTOS/AGGREGATES/MORTAR/BRICK. It shows a captured
variance of 94.73% with seven latent variables. The Sensitivity and the Specificity of the model in
variance of 94.73% with seven latent variables. The Sensitivity and the Specificity of the model in
calibration and cross validation are shown in Table 2.
calibration and cross validation are shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. Sensitivity and Specificity in calibration (Cal) and cross validation (CV) of the Partial Least
Squares Discriminant Analysis (PLS-DA) rule 1 based classifier.

rule 1
Sensitivity (Cal):

AGGREGATES
MORTAR AND BRICK + ACM
95.1

FIBER GLASS + ORGANIC
95.6
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Table 2. Sensitivity and Specificity in calibration (Cal) and cross validation (CV) of the Partial Least
Squares Discriminant Analysis (PLS-DA) rule 1 based classifier.
rule 1

AGGREGATES
MORTAR AND BRICK + ACM

FIBER GLASS + ORGANIC

Sensitivity (Cal):
Specificity (Cal):
Sensitivity (CV):
Specificity (CV):

95.1
95.6
95.1
95.5

95.6
95.1
95.5
95.1

The PLS-DA model following the rule 2, allows to perform an optimal discrimination between
FIBER GLASS and/ ORGANIC material. It shows a captured variance of 99.53% with four latent
variables. The Sensitivity and the Specificity of the rule 2 based model in calibration and cross validation
are shown in Table 3.
Table 3. Sensitivity and Specificity in calibration (Cal) and cross validation (CV) of the Partial Least
Squares Discriminant Analysis (PLS-DA) rule 2 based classifiers.
rule 2

FIBER GLASS

ORGANIC

Sensitivity (Cal):
Specificity (Cal):
Sensitivity (CV):
Specificity (CV):

100
97.3
100
97.3

97.3
100
97.3
100

The PLS-DA model for the rule 3, discriminates AGGREGATES/MORTAR/BRICK from ACM.
It shows a variance capture of 92.41% with seven latent variables. The Sensitivity and the Specificity of
model rule 3 in calibration and cross validation are shown in Table 4. The results reported in Table 4
clearly outlined as one of the major challenge of the proposed approach is to further increase the
recognition between ACM and aggregates, mortar and bricks. Such a result is probably linked to the
adopted resolution (i.e., acquired image field). On the other hand the goal of this study was to test
the methodology at macro-scale. A resolution increase, that is an higher number of acquired spectra
for investigated surface unit, should produce, for the rule 3, an increase of sensitivity. To perform
the identification of asbestos materials and to reduce the number of false positive in ACM, rule 4
was defined. It was thus possible to discriminate ACM from AGGREGATES MORTAR AND BRICK
+ ORGANIC. The PLS-DA model for rule 4 shows a variance of 98.64% with six latent variables.
The sensitivity and specificity of the model rule 4 in calibration, cross validation was shown in Table 5.
Table 4. Sensitivity and Specificity in calibration (Cal) and cross validation (CV) of the Partial Least
Squares Discriminant Analysis (PLS-DA) rule 3 based classifiers.
rule 3

ACM

AGGREGATES AND MORTAR + BRICK

Sensitivity (Cal):
Specificity (Cal):
Sensitivity (CV):
Specificity (CV):

77.3
94.4
72.8
94.4

94.4
73.3
94.4
72.8
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Table 5. Sensitivity and Specificity in calibration (Cal) and cross validation (CV) of the Partial Least
Squares Discriminant Analysis (PLS-DA) rule 4 based classifiers.
rule 4

ACM

AGGREGATES AND
MORTAR + BRICK

ORGANIC

Sensitivity (Cal):
Specificity (Cal):
Sensitivity (CV):
Specificity (CV):

94.0
95.4
94.0
95.4

89
90.2
89
90.2

99.9
97.7
99.9
97.7

The results of hierarchical PLS-DA, applied to the validation dataset, are reported in Figure 7.
The presence of asbestos in the composition was correctly recognized, while only a few pixels were
identified as false positive. In Figure 8 are reported the pixels corresponding to the ACM present in
the analyzed sample set (Figure 8a), the ACM pixels predicted by the developed PLS-DA hierarchical
Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW
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model (Figure 8b) and the pixels not assigned to any of the different defined classes (Figure 8c).
The comparison of Figure 8a,b shows how the ACM samples are all identifiable. The presence
result does not negatively affect ACM identification, they also highlights how low spectral
of false positives in general is low and in any case there is a clear difference in terms of the ACM
resolution generates more noise in prediction than that produced according to different set up
predicted pixels and the pixels incorrectly assigned to the particles representative of not contaminated
adopted in our previous studies [20,36,39]. Increasing the number of the acquired samples, the noise
samples. The analysis of Figure 8c clearly shows as the unclassified pixels are due to the “border effect”
effect will be reduced, thanks to the increase of spectral data set representative of each class.
present in all the analyzed samples and to the class NC (i.e., not classified individuals), that a class of
A good classification was reached for each of the five classes of investigated C&DW mixed with
material not containing asbestos (i.e., drywall) but, at the same time, not belonging, for their detected
ACM. The unclassified class identifies few samples of drywall and some mortars in which asbestos
spectral attributes, to any of the previously defined classes, that is: AGGREGATES MORTAR AND
is present. The identification of the main fibers in the ACM samples was correctly achieved, only few
BRICK, FIBER GLASS and ORGANIC. Although the obtained result does not negatively affect ACM
mortar pixels have been classified as ACM, this misclassification not significantly affects ACM
identification, they also highlights how low spectral resolution generates more noise in prediction than
recognition. The mortars containing asbestos show, in fact, a spectrum whose characteristic embeds
that produced according to different set up adopted in our previous studies [20,36,39]. Increasing the
both mortar and smaller asbestos fiber spectral attributes.
number of the acquired samples, the noise effect will be reduced, thanks to the increase of spectral data
The sample with ACM is correctly identified but, at this resolution, it is not possible to separate
set representative of each class.
the asbestos fibers less than 300 µm from the mortar.

Figure 7.
7. Prediction maps obtained
obtained applying the developed
developed hierarchical PLS-DA classifier C&DW
C&DW
Figure
“polluted”with
withasbestsos.
asbestsos.
“polluted”
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A good classification was reached for each of the five classes of investigated C&DW mixed with
ACM. The unclassified class identifies few samples of drywall and some mortars in which asbestos
is present. The identification of the main fibers in the ACM samples was correctly achieved, only
few mortar pixels have been classified as ACM, this misclassification not significantly affects ACM
recognition. The mortars containing asbestos show, in fact, a spectrum whose characteristic embeds
both mortar and smaller asbestos fiber spectral attributes.
The sample
with ACM
correctlyapplying
identified
at thishierarchical
resolution,PLS-DA
it is not classifier
possibleC&DW
to separate
Figure
7. Prediction
mapsisobtained
the but,
developed
the asbestos
fibers
than 300 µm from the mortar.
“polluted”
withless
asbestsos.
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5. Conclusions
A study was carried out to investigate the possibility to classify by SWIR-HSI different C&DW,
including ACM, whose recognition continue to be quite challenging to minimize special waste
landfilling. The results were evaluated in terms of efficiency and reliability, with the specific aim to
design and set up multivariate processing/recognition strategies maximizing ACM waste
identification. The proposed approach confirms the potentialities of the HSI based technique for
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5. Conclusions
A study was carried out to investigate the possibility to classify by SWIR-HSI different C&DW,
including ACM, whose recognition continue to be quite challenging to minimize special waste
landfilling. The results were evaluated in terms of efficiency and reliability, with the specific aim to
design and set up multivariate processing/recognition strategies maximizing ACM waste identification.
The proposed approach confirms the potentialities of the HSI based technique for identification of
ACM. It is possible to recognize the presence of asbestos, without any physical sampling of the material;
finally, the proposed procedures can be directly applied “on site”, that is where the materials and/or
products are placed. Although in this case of study there is a limit of detectability of fibers (i.e., pixel
resolution), the acquisition at higher magnifications would contribute to reducing false positives (i.e.,
acquisition of a greater number of spectra able to characterize the ACM class). Adopting this strategy,
it is possible to further improve the predictive capacity of the ACM class by reducing the possibility of
error. A future development of this approach collecting and analyzing more spectral data of ACM and
C&DW will allow the increase of performance for the identification of asbestos in construction and
demolition waste.
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