
A Home Inspectors Guide to Locating and Identifying Vermiculite (Zonolite) Insulation  

I have been a home inspector in the Spokane area for 14 years, each day checking out attics for the type of 
insulation and estimating the thermal values and ratings.  Due to the fact that much of the vermiculite ore 
mined in Libby, Montana was milled by W.R. Grace in Spokane, it is likely that we are ground zero for the 
introduction of this substance into the larger populations, and some weeks I am exposed to vermiculite 
multiple times.  Prior to that, experience in construction projects over the years have supplied a few 
additional  run-ins with vermiculite insulation. With all the health concerns and alerts that we see now, 
some of these stories may seem crude or even dangerous, but my, how the times have changed.  

My first experience with vermiculite was in the early 70 s, and the home we were working on was not 
much more than a bunkhouse. It was located close to another home on the flats just off the Alder Creek 
road outside of St. Maries, ID.. My dad had poured a foundation at the top of the hill toward the South, and 
we were jacking the home up, readying it to be placed on the semi-trailer and blocking. Inside, some of the 
ceiling needed to come down, and without any protection like particle masks, the Vermiculite insulation in 
the attic above just came raining down all over us. This was the first time I had seen this type of insulation, 
and was intrigued by it because of it s shininess, with specks of gold and a silver gleam. Little did I know at 
the time that this material would later be found to be the cause for many serious health issues, especially 
concentrated in the little town of Libby, Montana.  

Zonolite is a Mountain near Libby, and a Brand Name used by the manufacturer. Vermiculite is a generic 
term for the mineral.  The mine site itself lies across the river and nine miles northeast of town, gouged into 
the peak known as Zonolite Mountain.   

Vermiculite is a shiny mineral, similar to mica, that pops like corn when heated. Vermiculite itself is 
harmless: The problem is that the layers of igneous rock where it is found almost always contain asbestos, 
exposure to which has been definitively linked to several fatal lung diseases for more than 70 years. The 
vermiculite deposit outside Libby is particularly dangerous because it is laced with tremolite, the most toxic 
form of asbestos. Tremolite's long fibers are barbed like fishhooks. They work their way into soft lung 
tissue, and they never come out.  

How To Find Out If You Have Vermiculite or Zonolite Attic Insulation.  

There are sometimes clues that may indicate that Vermiculite is present in a home, even before accessing 
the attic cavity(s). In many cases I have found vermiculite in basements, along the top of the sill plate 
(upper corner) where the walls meet the ceilings, and also below and around heating ducts, water pipes and 
equipment that runs through the floors to the upper living areas and attics. Take a quick walk through the 
basement with a good flash light and look for small grey, gold and silver particles about half the size of a 
kernel of corn.   

The next step is to find any and all access points, or scuttleholes, that will provide access into the attic 
cavities. In most cases in older homes, especially with additions, there are multiple attics and they should 
all be accessed to provide a reasonable investigation and report. If scuttleholes need to be cut in ceilings or 
walls, proper Health protection and equipment should be utilized. (Invasive inspections are beyond the 
scope of my work, and please be aware that by accessing attics, or cutting or modifying access into attics, 
can and will disturb and distribute existing attic insulation, vermiculite or not, into the atmosphere and 
potentially into your home.) (Per EPA  It is recommended that Vermiculite not be disturbed.)  

Once access is provided, in most cases you can stand on a ladder and get your head and shoulders above the 
ceiling line. Dig down in the top layer of insulation and try to determine if a second or third layer is present 
underneath the surface coat. You can then begin to determine the type of insulation, as compared to the 
following tables:  
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Fiberglass 
Batting 
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Loose 
Fiberglass 

 



 
Table 5:  

Blown 
Cellulose 


