Air passengers 'risking health'         

BBC News   4-27-05
More than half of air passengers are risking their health flying by being starved of oxygen, a study says. 

A Belfast hospitals and university team found oxygen levels in the blood dropped so low in 54% of passengers that they would need extra supplies. 

Oxygen levels dropped by 4% on average the study of 84 passengers found. 

But the UK air regulator said people with heart and lung problems should consult their doctor before flying but healthy people need not be concerned. 

Oxygen levels on the ground averaged 97%, but once their plane was in the air they fell to 93% on average, the study published in the Anaesthesia journal said. 

Some physicians put hospital patients with blood levels below 94% on extra oxygen. 

The researchers said the drop could increase the chance of breathing difficulties, headaches and angina attacks for those who suffered from them. 

	
	This has become a greater problem in recent years as modern aeroplanes are able to cruise at much higher altitudes 
Dr Susan Humphreys, lead researcher 


Anaesthetists took oxygen levels from 55 passengers on long-haul flights lasting more than two hours, with the remaining on short-haul flights. 

The measurements were similar for both groups, which were made up of people aged between one and 78 years old. 

Lead researcher Dr Susan Humphreys, an anaesthetic specialist registrar at the hospital, said: "We believe these falling oxygen levels, together with factors such as dehydration, immobility and low humidity, could contribute to illness during and after flights. 

Problem 

"This has become a greater problem in recent years as modern aeroplanes are able to cruise at much higher altitudes." 

The study comes after House of Lords Science and Technology Select Committee and Department of Transport reports called for more research to be carried out on the health impact of flying. 

But a spokesman for the Civil Aviation Authority, the UK air regulator, said healthy passengers need not worry. 

"The oxygen levels would not be harmful to healthy passengers, we are only talking about people with health problems, such as lung and heart. 

"The advice to those people is consult with your doctor before flying, and that still stands. 

"We have always known oxygen levels fall when a plane is flying."

Study shows 'direct link' between air travel, flu spread

By Lauran Neergaard   ASSOCIATED PRESS   September 12, 2006

 Scientists have found what they call the first real evidence that restricting air travel can delay the spread of flu -- a finding that could influence government plans for battling the next influenza pandemic. 
    Air travel has long been suspected of playing a role in flu's gradual spread around the globe each year, but yesterday, Boston researchers said they finally have documented it: The drop in air travel after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks seemed to delay that winter's flu season by about two weeks. 
    "This is the first time that a study has been able to show a direct link between the numbers of people traveling and the rate of spread of a virus," said John Brownstein, an epidemiologist at Children's Hospital of Boston, who led the research. 
    Other scientists stress that the study doesn't prove that restricting air travel helps in the long run -- there was no drop in the number of deaths, just a delay. So if a pandemic were to strike, the question is whether a mere two-week delay would outweigh the economic chaos of severe travel restrictions.
    "You wouldn't want to have people look at this and say, 'Ah, this is overwhelming evidence that if the pandemic occurs, we should shut down air travel,'" said Dr. Anthony Fauci of the National Institutes of Health, the government's chief influenza specialist. 
    "What does it buy you? That's the real critical issue." 
    Added Dr. William Schaffner of Vanderbilt University, who advises the government on flu issues: "We're all sure that airlines play a role. ... Leaping from this sort of analysis to interdiction of air travel I think is provocative, and we have to be very careful about that." 
    It's not that a lot of people catch the flu from sneezy fellow passengers, although that's possible. Instead, Mr. Brownstein says, travelers who may start a trip before flu's symptoms kick in infect the people they're visiting -- or they catch the virus in one city and carry it back home. 
    People easily spread the flu through coughs, sneezes and germs on their hands. But scientists don't understand how a community outbreak ripples outward until each winter's flu strain spreads across countries. Plus, every few decades, a new and virulent flu strain causes a worldwide epidemic. Better understanding of those geographic patterns might help stem the next such pandemic. 
    Previous studies suggest that young children who bring the flu home to older relatives spark community outbreaks, which spread among U.S. cities and states when the sick go to work instead of recuperating at home. 
    The study appeared yesterday in the online science journal PLoS Medicine

