
=

The Many Hazards of Diesel 
=
=

tÜó=áëåÛí=íÜáë=t~êåáåÖ=çå=bîÉêó=aáÉëÉäJéçïÉêÉÇ=_ìë\=
=bñéçëìêÉ=íç=aáÉëÉä=cìÉä=~åÇ=bñÜ~ìëí=`~å=ÄÉ=e~ò~êÇçìë=íç=óçìê=eÉ~äíÜK=

=
=
pÅÜççä=ëóëíÉãë=~Åêçëë=íÜÉ=Åçìåíêó=êÉäó=çå=~=ä~êÖÉ=åìãÄÉê=çÑ=ÇáÉëÉäJéçïÉêÉÇ=ëÅÜççä=ÄìëÉëK==
aáÉëÉä=ÉåÖáåÉë=çÑÑÉê=íÜÉ=ÄÉåÉÑáíë=çÑ=ÄçíÜ=ÑìÉä=ÉÅçåçãó=~åÇ=Çìê~ÄáäáíóK=
=
råÑçêíìå~íÉäó=íÜÉêÉ=áë=~=ÇçïåëáÇÉ=íç=íÜÉ=ìëÉ=çÑ=íÜÉëÉ=îÉÜáÅäÉë=ÓÇáÉëÉä=ÑìÉä=~åÇ=ÇáÉëÉä=ÉñÜ~ìëí=
ÉñéçëìêÉK==aáÉëÉä=ÑìÉä=~åÇ=Éãáëëáçåë=Ñêçã=íÜÉëÉ=ÄìëÉë=~êÉ=ãçêÉ=íÜ~å=~=ëãÉääó=åìáë~åÅÉK=qÜÉó=
ã~ó=éçëÉ=~=ëÉêáçìë=ÜÉ~äíÜ=Ü~ò~êÇ=íç=íÜçëÉ=ïçêâÉêë=ïÜç=ÇêáîÉ=~åÇ=ã~áåí~áå=ÇáÉëÉäJéçïÉêÉÇ=
ÉåÖáåÉëK==
=

aáÉëÉä=cìÉä=
=
aáÉëÉä=ÑìÉä=áë=~=ÅçãéäÉñ=ãáñíìêÉ=çÑ=ÅÜÉãáÅ~äë=éêçÇìÅÉÇ=Äó=ÅêìÇÉ=çáä=Çáëíáää~íáçåK=pçãÉíáãÉë=
íÜÉ=ÑìÉä=Å~å=Åçåí~áå=ëã~ää=~ãçìåíë=çÑ=âåçïå=Å~åÅÉêJÅ~ìëáåÖ=ÅÜÉãáÅ~äë=ëìÅÜ=~ë=ÄÉåòÉåÉK==
lÑíÉå=éêçÇìÅÉêë=~äëç=ãáñ=áå=~ÇÇáíáîÉë=íç=ÜÉäé=ÉåÖáåÉ=éÉêÑçêã~åÅÉK=^åóçåÉ=êÉëéçåëáÄäÉ=Ñçê=
ÑìÉäáåÖ=~=ëÅÜççä=Äìë=êáëâë=ÉñéçëìêÉ=íç=ÇáÉëÉä=ÑìÉäK==cìÉä=ëéä~ëÜÉÇ=çå=ëâáå=áë=èìáÅâäó=~åÇ=
ÇáêÉÅíäó=~ÄëçêÄÉÇ=íÜêçìÖÜ=íÜÉ=ëâáå=~åÇ=Å~å=ÖÉí=áåíç=íÜÉ=ÄäççÇ=ëíêÉ~ãK==qÜÉ=î~éçêë=çÑ=íÜÉ=ÑìÉä=
Å~å=ÄÉ=áåÜ~äÉÇK===
=



=
=

tÜ~ =~êÉ=íÜÉ=eÉ~äíÜ=bÑÑÉÅíë=çÑ=bñéçëìêÉ=í
=
Diesel vapors can irritate eyes, nose, throat and lungs.   Excessive short-term exposure can lead to 
dizziness, drowsiness, loss of coordination, blood pressure elevation, headaches, nausea, asphyxiation 
and lung damage.  Breathing diesel vapors for long periods of time can cause kidney damage and reduce 
the clotting ability of blood. 
 
Diesel fuel can irritate the skin and aggravate any existing skin condition.  A large skin exposure can 
lead to severe redness, pain and chemical burn blisters.  If the fuel is not cleaned from the skin quickly, 
it is absorbed into the blood stream where it can cause symptoms identical to inhalation exposure. 
 
There has not been enough research to positively associate exposure to diesel fuel with cancers.  
However in one study, there was evidence of increased risk for lung cancer in men estimated to have 
had substantial exposure to diesel fuel.  There was also an indication of an increased risk for cancer of 
the prostate in these workers.   
 
Bus drivers and garage mechanics may be routinely exposed to diesel fuel.  There has been too little 
research on the long-term, chronic effects of this type of exposure.  Every effort, therefore, should be 
made to reduce or eliminate exposure. 
 
 
What can be done to minimize exposure? 
 
Fuel pumps should have vapor capture devices to prevent diesel fuel vapors from escaping into the 
breathing zone of the worker.  When such devices do not exist, workers should avoid breathing the 
vapors and attempt to keep fuel spills to a minimum.   
 
Wearing gloves may also help to reduce exposure.  However, diesel fuel can easily penetrate most glove 
material.  Gloves made of nitrile or viton have been shown to be the most effective barrier against 
penetration of diesel fuel.  Neoprene gloves may also provide some limited protection.  Vinyl gloves 
or butyl rubber gloves provide  little or no protection. 
 
Adequate first aid procedures are essential to minimize the health effects of exposure.  If a worker gets 
diesel fuel on skin and/or clothing, he or she should flood the affected skin with water and remove and 
isolate all contaminated clothing (in a sealed plastic bag).  The skin should be gently and thoroughly 
washed with soap and water.  If symptoms such as redness or irritation develop, the worker should see a 
physician immediately. 
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If fuel is splashed into eyes, remove contact lenses.  Flush eyes with water or normal saline solution for 
20-30 minutes; at the same time contact the nearest hospital or poison control center.  
 
When a worker is overexposed to the vapor, he or she should leave the contaminated area immediately 
and take deep breaths of fresh air.  If the worker experiences symptoms such as wheezing, coughing, 
shortness of breath or burning in the mouth, throat or chest, the worker should immediately contact a 
physician and/or go to the hospital. 
 
When cleaning up spills, remember to remove all sources of ignition.  Use absorbant paper to pick up 
the spilled fuel. Seal contaminated paper in a bag for disposal. Wash all contaminated surfaces with 
ethanol followed by washing with a soap and water solution. 
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Diesel exhaust exposure can cause a wide range of health effects from mild irritation to cancer.  Health 
effects will vary from individual to individual and will depend on the length of exposure to diesel 
exhaust and the concentration of exposure.   
 
Short-term/Acute Effects: Many workers are familiar with the burning and irritating effects of 
exposure to diesel fumes.  Common complaints include eye, nose and throat irritation, runny nose, 
sneezing, coughing and itchy eyes.  Some workers may have a brief reduction in their lung capacity after 
an exposure.  Most of these symptoms clear up when workers go home or exposure ends at work. 
 
Chronic Effects: 
 
Evidence is mounting that diesel exhaust exposure can have a serious effect on the immune system.  
Among other things diesel exhaust exposure: 
 
•  Probably promotes or worsens allergic rhinitis (i.e., sneezing, stuffiness) 
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•  Can trigger or make asthma attacks worse in vulnerable individuals.  Exposure may also be 

responsible for new cases of asthma, but the evidence is not yet clear 
 
Long Term Effects - Cancer 
 
For years, there has been a great deal of controversy over whether diesel exhaust fumes cause lung 
cancer and other respiratory diseases.  Studies of bus and truck drivers and maintenance personnel at 
garages have been mixed – some have found a higher than normal incidence of lung cancer in study 
groups; others have not.    This year, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has drafted a 
document classifying diesel exhaust as a possible carcinogen.  The agency states that “at low levels as 
well as high levels” diesel exhaust was likely to pose a risk of lung cancer and other respiratory disease.  
Similarly a panel of California state scientists concluded this year that diesel exhaust poses a serious 
threat of cancer to the general public.  A group of researchers in Japan have isolated at least one 
extremely carcinogenic substance from diesel exhaust fumes - (3-nitrobenzathrone); these researchers 
found a remarkable increase in emission of this substance when engines were working under heavy 
loads.    
 
The risk of lung cancer appears to increase with the years of exposure to diesel fumes.  
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There are a number of steps that can be taken to reduce exposure to bus drivers and garage workers. 
Ideally, school systems should purchase new diesel-powered vehicles or engines that have reduced 
emissions.  But even with older diesel –powered vehicles, measures can be taken to reduce or eliminate 
exposure. 
 
In the garage and storage facilities: 
=
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