Diesel Exhaust and Your Health
Pollution from diesel engines is a widespread problem in congested urban areas throughout the United States.  In this article we talk about what diesel exhaust is, what the health effects from exposure might be, what the US EPA is doing, and what you can do.
What is diesel exhaust?

The diesel engine powers large trucks, buses, and trains as well as farm and construction equipment.  Diesel exhaust, however, contains harmful pollutants in a complex mixture of gases and particulate matter.  

Diesel exhaust contains significant levels of small particles, known as fine particulate matter. 

Fine particles are so small that several thousand of them could fit on the period at the end of this sentence.
Diesel fumes in the air are measured as “micrograms per meter cubed”.  If you could take a cube of air that was about a yard (or a meter) on all sides and weigh the particles inside that cube using grams instead of ounces, that would be how diesel fume particulate matter is measured.  

When we talk about health effects of diesel exhaust, those health effects depend on the amount of small particles you might breathe in from the exhaust and how long you are exposed.  

What are the health effects from exposure to diesel exhaust?

In 2002, the US EPA published a 670 page document about the health effects of diesel exhaust.  Because diesel exhaust has so many small particles, it can be a cause of a number of lung problems.  

Fine particles in the air are a serious public health problem. They pose a significant health risk because they can pass through the nose and throat and travel deep in the lungs. These fine particles can cause lung damage and even early death. They can also worsen respiratory conditions such as asthma and bronchitis.

Nationwide, particulate matter, especially fine particles, is responsible for 15,000 premature deaths every year.  This includes all the ways in which people can be exposed to fine particulate matter – not just diesel exposure.
Long-term exposure to the small particles in diesel exhaust are likely to cause cancer in humans and cause other chronic health effects.  A short-term exposure can cause irritation and inflammation in the lungs.
What is the US EPA doing?

The US EPA started evaluating and regulating the emissions from highway use of diesel engines in the 1970s and 1980s.   Stronger standards were set in 2000 which were designed to reduce emissions substantially by 2007.  
In response to the standard changes, the diesel industry developed new, more efficient engines that are now being added to the fleet.  A recent study shows that emissions from these new engines have decreased by 90%.  Purchase of these more efficient engines has been required in the US since January 2007.  As these engines replace the old engines, health problems from diesel exhaust should become a thing of the past.  The question, in the meantime, is how long will this take?

What can you do?

· Do not drive directly behind a smoking vehicle.
· Whether you drive a vehicle with a diesel or a gasoline engine:

· Turn off your engine when your vehicle is not in motion – that is, don’t idle your engine unnecessarily.

· Keep your vehicle well-tuned and maintained.

· If you see a vehicle that is smoking or idling unnecessarily call 311 to report it.

The information for this article was taken from the EPA web site for Region 1:  www.epa.gov/ne/eco/diesel/, from links to the EPA study, and from information on the Health Effects Institute web site (www.healtheffects.org).  Region 6 provided links to Region 1 and other EPA web sites.
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