Air Pollution Increases Death Rate

Breathing polluted air over the long term can increase a person's risk of dying from lung cancer or heart and lung disease.

Specifically, exposure to high levels of particulate air pollution -- tiny particles that can be inhaled deep into the lungs -- and sulfur oxide-related pollution were linked to a higher risk of death from these illnesses, as well as death from any cause. Both types of pollution are produced by combustion, such as burning of gas by automobile engines and fuel burning at power plants.

High day-to-day levels of particulate air pollution have been linked to increased risk of death and illness, but the effect of long-term exposure to such pollution has been less clear. No one knows exactly why pollution is toxic to humans, though many experts suspect that pollutants cause inflammation in the lungs or prompt the body to release chemicals that can affect heart function.

Investigators evaluated data from a long-term study of 1.2 million people. Data for about 500,000 of these individuals was linked to information on air pollution, vital status and cause of death through 1998.

They found that as levels of fine particulates and sulfur oxide-related pollution in the environment rose, so did the death rate from lung cancer and cardiopulmonary diseases, which include heart attack, stroke, asthma, pneumonia and chronic obstructive pulmonary diseases like emphysema and bronchitis.

The death rate from any cause also rose with pollution levels.
Specifically, every time the level of particulate matter smaller than 10 micrometers in diameter increased by 10 micrograms per cubic meter, there was approximately a 4%, 6% and 8% increased risk of death from all causes, cardiopulmonary disease, and lung cancer, respectively.

The findings of this study provide the strongest evidence to date that long-term exposure to fine particulate air pollution common to many metropolitan areas is an important risk factor for cardiopulmonary mortality.

JAMA March 6, 2002;287:1132-1141


Dr. Mercola's Comment:
Many of us don't have the luxury of easily changing our location. However, clean air should be a factor when relocating in the future. You can get an idea of where your community ranks by looking at some data compiled last year by the American Lung Association.

I was seriously disappointed to find that I live at best in a below average to failing area of the country with respect to air quality. It is my plan to remedy this by moving to Colorado Springs which has an above average air quality. I will maintain an office in my current location to serve the patients there.

Polluted Air Raises Heart Risks

The fine grit in polluted air boosts the risk of heart disease in older women much more powerfully than scientists realized, a big federally funded study has found, raising questions of whether U.S. environmental standards are strict enough. 

The Environmental Protection Agency tightened its daily limit for these tiny specks, known as fine particulates, in September. But it left the average annual limit untouched, allowing a concentration of 15 millionths of a gram for every cubic meter of air. 

In this study of 65,893 women, the average exposure was 13 units, with two-thirds of the subjects falling under the national standard. But every increase of 10 units, starting at 0, lifted the risk of fatal cardiovascular disease by about 75 percent. That is several times higher than in a study by the American Cancer Society. 

"There was a lot of evidence previously suggesting that the long-term standard should be lower, and this is adding one more study to that evidence," said Douglas Dockery, a pollution specialist at the Harvard School of Public Health. 

He wrote an accompanying editorial for the study, which was published in Thursday's New England Journal of Medicine. The University of Washington-based researchers worked from data collected for the Women's Health Initiative, a well-respected research project that previously showed the heart dangers of hormone supplements. 

It has long been known that particulates can contribute to lung and heart disease, with women perhaps more susceptible than men to heart problems, perhaps because of their smaller blood vessels and other biological differences. 

But the degree of risk for older women was less clear. This study started with women who had gone through menopause and were 50 to 79 years old. 

Unlike earlier studies, it looked not just at deaths, but also at heart attacks, coronary disease, strokes, and clogged arteries. These problems were 24 percent more likely with every 10-unit rise in particles. Almost 3 percent of the women suffered some kind of cardiovascular problem. 

The risk varied along with the varying levels of these particles in different neighborhoods within the same city. 

In their calculations, the researchers tried to adjust for lower income and other health problems that have been blamed for the higher rates of disease in past studies. 

"I think the major contribution is answering the critics of the prior studies," said the paper's senior researcher, Dr. Joel Kaufman of the University of Washington. "The effect seems large and important and should be taken seriously." 

States and other groups demanding a lower annual standard sued the EPA last year, accusing it of disregarding the advice of its own scientists. Some agency scientists are also pushing for tighter rules on ozone, the chemical that creates smog and contributes to asthma and lung disease. 

The EPA is scheduled to take another look at its standard for particulate matter and complete it by 2011. 

"It's too soon to say how much weight any single study will have, but this study will be considered as part of this continuous process," said EPA spokesman John Millett. 

Dr. Len Horovitz of Lenox Hill Hospital in New York, who was familiar with the findings, said they could create "a bit of a firestorm" for the future review. 

The tiny bits of grit are believed to reach deep into the lungs to spur inflammation that promotes heart attack and stroke. They are so small than it would take about 30 to equal the thickness of a human hair. 

These particles — made of dust, soot, and various chemicals — come from burning fuel in cars, factories, and power plants. While individual particles are too small to see, they can be observed collectively as urban haze. 

© 2007 Associated Press.
The TOXIC BUCKET: How Environmental Medicine Unloads the Burden of Synthetic Chemicals From the Body
By Colleen Huber, Naturopathyworks.com
"We are conducting a vast toxicologic experiment, and we are using our children as the experimental animals." -- Dr. Philip Landrigan, Chairman, Preventive Medicine, Mt. Sinai School of Medicine
"With chemicals, it's shoot first and ask questions later." -- Al Meyerhoff, former attorney for the Natural Resources Defense Council
"Years of documents have shown that they knew they were hurting people, much like the tobacco industry." -- Sandy Buchanan, Executive Director, Ohio Citizen Action
"Historians don't like to use broad political term like 'cover-up', but there's really no other term that you can use for this." -- Prof. Gerald Markowitz, Ph.D., John Jay College.
The above quotes are taken from a documentary entitled "Trade Secrets: a Moyers Report," which examined the various trails of industrial effluent through our air, water and food and how these trails terminate in our bones, our fat cells, our brains and our internal organs. 

Common Areas Where Chemicals Lurk

Chemicals are ubiquitous and increasingly present in our homes, cars and even our food. Thousands of new synthetic chemicals come into manufactured consumer products every year with no safety testing or public approval process. More than 80,000 new chemicals now circulate in consumer products since the rise of the petrochemical industry. Through our lungs, skin and GI tract, we are soaking up chemicals that we'd be hard-pressed to spell or pronounce, if we could even find out what they were. 

Human fat tissue sampled in the United States has shown 700 chemical contaminants that have not been chemically identified.1
Toxic Results to the Human Body 

A Mt. Sinai School of Medicine study last year found that each of nine volunteers averaged 91 chemical compounds in the blood and urine.2 Of the 167 chemicals discovered among the volunteers tested, 94 are toxic to the brain or nervous system, 76 are carcinogenic and 79 are linked to birth defects. The volunteers tested do not work with chemicals on the job, nor do they live close to an industrial facility. Rather, they represent the average body burden of an ordinary American citizen. 

Furthermore, chemicals that are foreign to the body, or xenobiotics (xeno = foreign or not naturally occurring) tend to accumulate in the tissues over time. Worse yet, children playing on the floor and breathing more air than adults, acquire chemical body burdens faster than adults.

Chemicals in the Air We Breathe 

This is not simply a minor disruption to optimal health. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), air pollution causes 2.7 million deaths annually. And the EPA estimates that there has been no "clean air" in the United States for more than 25 years. Even relatively pristine areas are not immune, because global air currents carry pesticides from the heavily agricultural tropical regions even as far as the polar regions, where cool air sinks them to ground level. This has given the Inuit a very high body burden of chemicals, despite their remote existence in mostly wilderness areas. 

But as bad as that is, indoor air pollution is even worse. The formaldehyde and other solvents leaking out of our walls, furniture and especially carpets keep many, perhaps most of us, in a limbo between good health and vague malaise. 

According to a study in Effective Clinical Practice in April 1999, three out of four Americans have a diagnosable chronic condition.3
Cleansing the Body of Chemicals

Against this bleak and despairing scenario, the emerging field of environmental medicine, a specialty within naturopathic medicine, is offering a means for people to reduce their total body burden of synthetic chemicals. Patients with conditions that have completely stumped conventional doctors such as fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue, lupus, asthma, multiple sclerosis and migraines, are now finding relief and reversal of symptoms through the various cleansing procedures employed in environmental medicine. 

Dr. Walter Crinnion, a naturopathic medical doctor and pioneer in the emerging field of environmental medicine at Southwest College of Naturopathic Medicine in Tempe, Ariz., prefers to use the term "cleanse" rather than "detoxify." This is because our enormous bodily burden of xenobiotics has so thoroughly confused the normal detoxification processes of the liver that the liver can make some chemicals even more dangerous in the attempt to detoxify. 

Not having either evolved or been created to process these strange substances, the liver quite literally does not know what to do with them and in breaking them down can liberate even more dangerous components. Therefore, the first goal of environmental medicine is "avoidance," simply avoiding exposure to chemical toxins. 

Failing that, as constantly happens, the next goal of environmental medicine, is to grab the macromolecule, before it is broken down, and haul it out of the body before it can do much harm. 

Most People Wait Too Long to Seek Treatment From Chemicals

However, most patients don't begin to seek help from environmental medical specialists until years of bombardment with toxic chemicals have taken a huge toll on their health. So what we are then dealing with in many cases are the metabolites, or bodily-derived chemicals, from the original pollutants. 

The body's unfamiliarity with synthetic chemicals sometimes prevents it from processing them at all, and they are simply stored in fat cells, as the ultimate repository of strange items. 

As a result, overweight people have even more of a body burden than the rest of us.

Some of the most prevalent chemicals are the dioxins that are common in pesticides, the volatile and semi-volatile compounds such as styrene, xylene, etc. These chemicals are commonly used in manufacturing, chlorinated compounds, such as DDT and PCBs, which are accumulating not only in the foods that they are sprayed on, but all the way up the food chain. 

They become even more concentrated on the way up especially in the big game fish of the Atlantic. Heavy metals are also accumulating in our oceans and the fish there. These are some of the xenobiotics that appear to be present in everyone.

Some of the cleansing processes involve coaxing fat-bound substances away from fat cells. Since the brain is 60 percent fat, it is a primary storage site of these chemicals. Mercury is very strongly attracted to fat. That is much of the reason why children poisoned with mercury, which is still in many vaccines and amalgam dental fillings, show autistic and hyperactive symptoms primarily. 

Mercury is also a neurotoxin, which means it is a slow poison to the brain. It is also known to be associated with Alzheimer's disease.

How the Cleansing Process Works

According to Dr. Crinnion, the majority of xenobiotics undergo metabolic changes, known as biotransformation, in which fat-soluble compounds are converted into water-soluble compounds, which allows them to be excreted by the body. For these compounds, Dr. Crinnion's strategy is to help this excretion along, both by assisting the normal cleansing processes in the liver, and by removing obstacles to those processes introduced by other xenobiotics. 

Many pharmaceuticals act as obstacles to the liver's cleansing process. Also, high sugar consumption as well as protein deprivation are both obstacles to optimal cleansing function of the liver. Various vitamins, mineral and amino acid deficiencies also inhibit the liver from effective cleansing.

What is the "Toxic Bucket"? 

It is the human body, descended from eons of pure-air breathing, whole-food eating, clean-water drinking ancestors, who lived in perfect biochemical harmony with their earth. But the toxic bucket is really the modern human body, descended from that beautiful harmonious existence, now tarnished and contaminated with chemicals that enter continually through every orifice and pore. 

The assault on our bodies from the huge numbers of synthetic chemicals in our environment is a life-threatening challenge for a planet and its inhabitants that are not acclimated to such substances. Thus, the most effective therapeutic approach for the chemical-laden patient involves several steps: avoidance of further exposure, dietary changes and cleansing procedures. 

Naturopathic physicians (or Naturopathic Doctors (NDs) and Naturopathic Medical Doctors (NMDs) are trained during four years of naturopathic medical school in the procedures necessary to help patients keep their "bucket" of toxic substances as empty as possible and to help the cleansed body function as well as possible. 

The directory of naturopathic physicians on the website of the American Association of Naturopathic Physicians, www.naturopathic.org is the largest database of naturopathic physicians in the U.S., where U.S. residents can find a local naturopathic physician.
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Colleen Huber, 46, is a wife, mother and student at Southwest College of Naturopathic Medicine in Tempe, Ariz., where she is training to be a naturopathic physician. Her original research on the mechanism of migraines has appeared in Lancet and Headache Quarterly, and was reported in The Washington Post.
Her double-blind placebo-controlled research in homeopathy has appeared in Journal of the American Institute of Homeopathy, European Journal of Classical Homeopathy, and Homeopathy Today. Her Web site, Naturopathy works, introduces naturopathic medicine to the layperson and provides references to the abundant medical literature demonstrating that natural medicine does work.


Dr. Mercola's Comment:
Contributing editor and future naturopathic doctor, Colleen Huber does a thorough job covering the dangers of various dangerous synthetic chemicals we are exposed to on a daily basis. Huber hits the nail on the head with the best ways to treat people with chemical exposure: 

· Avoidance of further exposure 

· Dietary changes 

· Cleansing procedures 

For more information on this important topic, you could check out the book, "Our Toxic World: A Wake Up Call," written by world-renown physician and author, Doris Rapp, which expands on this topic in great depth.
Air pollution kills 1,700 a year in Toronto: Study

(CP)

Air pollution is to blame for more deaths in Toronto than originally believed, city health officials said in a study released today. 

The study by the city's Public Health Department estimates that five air pollutants contribute to about 1,700 premature deaths and 6,000 hospital admissions in the city every year. 

"These premature deaths and hospital admissions are preventable," said Dr. Barbara Yaffe, the city's acting medical officer of health. "They would have likely not occurred when they did without the exposure to air pollution. 

A similar study in 2000 suggested air pollution was behind 1,000 deaths and 5,500 hospitalizations each year. 

But better information on the effects of air pollution has allowed health officials to paint a more accurate picture, said Yaffe. 

If that information was available four years ago, the 2000 study would have reflected the higher numbers of deaths, she said. 

"I think that's a fair inference." 

Overall, the air quality is roughly the same now as it was four years ago, with higher levels of some pollutants and lower levels of others, said Yaffe. 

Figures from 2002 show that Toronto's nitrogen dioxide levels were the fourth highest of 27 cities surveyed around the world over a 10-year period. 

The study also looked at the effects of other pollutants on people's health, including carbon monoxide, sulphur dioxide, ozone and fine particles in the air. 

The consistently high pollution levels are partly due to an increase in vehicle traffic and a decline in the use of public transit, the study said. 

The Greater Toronto Area is also a "net importer" of pollution from the U.S., said Dr. David Pengelly, one of the study's authors. 

The study made a number of recommendations to curb air pollution, including more money for public transit, promoting energy conservation and tougher air quality standards. 

Many other major cities in the world have well-developed subway systems, and the billions of dollars needed to make Toronto comparable would be money well spent, said Pengelly. 

"We are paying now, but we're paying to deal with health problems," said Pengelly. "That's costing the economy." 

"One might say, `Well yes, it will cost billions to build a decent subway system,' but it fact we may ultimately save substantial of those billions by keeping our people healthy." 

A large body of scientific evidence says acute exposure to air pollution can cause elevated mortality rates and lead to hospitalization for heart and lung ailments. 

Scientists have also concluded that air pollution causes lesser problems in tens of thousands of people each year, such as chronic bronchitis and increased asthma symptoms.

Death toll from dirty air rising, study finds

An estimated 1,700 people die prematurely each year, city's health department warns

By MARTIN MITTELSTAEDT   (G & M)


ENVIRONMENT REPORTER; With a report from Joe Friesen
Air pollution leads to an estimated 1,700 premature deaths each year in Toronto and causes 6,000 additional hospital admissions, says a new study by the city's public health department.

Health officials say Toronto's air, easily the most polluted in the country, is so dirty it is killing many residents and needs to be cleaned up. "These premature deaths and hospital admissions are preventable and they likely wouldn't have occurred when they did without the exposure to air pollution," said Barbara Yaffe, the city's acting medical officer of health.

Although the study was unable to pinpoint any specific individuals who were killed by pollution, Dr. Yaffe said the likely victims were people who were already suffering from chronic health conditions. This includes those with heart problems, people with asthma, the elderly and young children.

The study was based on death and hospitalization data for 1999, the most recent year for which complete information is available, and took into account pollution levels for each day of the year.

There is little mystery about the source of air pollution in Toronto. It is caused by the burning of fossil fuels by the hundreds of thousands of cars, trucks and buses that stream into the city daily, along with emissions from power plants, industries and space heating.

City and public health officials who released the study yesterday used it to argue for more provincial funding for the Toronto Transit Commission to encourage reduced automobile use, along with tighter land-use controls to curb sprawl.

The new study is a more refined version of one the city released four years ago that estimated about 1,000 people died annually from exposure to Toronto's air.

Since that previous study, new research has found that the extremely small particles of soot in air pollution are far more deadly than had been thought. The particles, so small that dozens would be needed to make up the width of a human hair, can become embedded deep in lung tissues.

Researchers have advanced several theories on why the airborne particles are dangerous. They may reduce lung function and harm health that way. They may also make lungs more vulnerable to bacterial attack. Although scientists do not know exactly how the particles kill people, population studies have found death rates rise in areas with high levels of this pollutant.

These small particles have been killing people for years, and health authorities believe their earlier work underestimated the likely death toll from pollution. They believe the actual tally has probably stayed around 1,700 in recent years.

The study attributed the adverse health affects to five compounds commonly found in dirty air. Besides small particles, these are ozone, nitrogen dioxide, carbon monoxide and sulphur dioxide.

There have been dozens of studies that have found that deaths and illness in cities rise and fall as concentrations of these pollutants wax and wane. In one noteworthy study, epidemiologists found that severe asthma attacks in Atlanta unexpectedly plunged during the 1996 Olympic Games because reductions in car use cleaned the air. 

Although air pollution levels in Ontario have generally been declining because of better car-emission controls, the study found concentrations of some dangerous pollutants, such as nitrogen oxides, have actually been rising in Toronto because of increased car use.

Comparing 27 major international cities, the study concluded that Toronto had air quality in the middle of the pack, about as dirty as Cleveland, Boston and Chicago, but not as clean as Miami and Singapore. Cities such as Los Angeles and Hong Kong were worse.

Ross McKitrick, an environmental economist at the University of Guelph, says there's no question that studies linking air pollution and deaths have scientific merit, but some of the assumptions they make should be looked at more closely. "You could get a sense of the diceyness of these results if you were to ask them for a list of the names of those 1,700 people, because they're not actual people, they're just extrapolations from a statistical model. I think they're going too far when they take these correlations and then plug them into the population numbers and say, 'Therefore 1,700 people dropped dead last year from air pollution.' " 

One of the other criticisms that has been levelled against these type of air pollution health studies is that the extra deaths may be of extremely old people or ill people who would die soon anyway.

Despite these criticisms, the World Health Organization has taken approaches to air pollution similar to that in Toronto. The WHO released a report in June on air pollution in Europe that contained an estimated annual mortality level of 100,000 people due to small- particle pollution.

Environmentalists say the scientific case for the harm from air pollution is overwhelming and has been subjected to intense academic scrutiny. Keith Stewart, a spokesman for the Toronto Environmental Alliance, says studies such as the recent one done by WHO are unassailable because they've been "peer reviewed to the ying yang."

Exhaust raises cancer concerns among border guards
Glen McGregor   CanWest News Service; Ottawa Citizen   Saturday, June 03, 2006

OTTAWA -- Customs officers working at Canada's border crossings want to know if prolonged exposure to emissions from idling cars and trucks is jeopardizing their health.

Border officers often work in close proximity to the sometimes long lines of vehicles waiting to cross back into Canada and can find themselves breathing in potentially toxic exhaust fumes.

Diesel exhaust, considered a likely cause of cancer, is a particular concern for officers who work near transport trucks.

"It's horrendous you can almost taste the fumes," said Marie-Claire Coupal, who works at the Windsor-Detroit tunnel and is president of the border officers' union local.

"You get to that point where you have the metal taste in your mouth and you know that you're feeling it because you're tasting it."

She says the problem is worse in Windsor because of the southern Ontario city's hot and humid summer climate.

Coupal says seven female officers who work at that border crossing have recently been diagnosed with breast cancer.

At the time of their diagnoses, all were working on the Ambassador Bridge, which handles the bulk of Canada-U.S. transport truck traffic, most of it diesel-powered. There were no cases among officers working in the tunnel.

An average of about 9,500 trucks cross the bridge each day.

Coupal cautioned it is too early to conclude the illness was caused by exhaust exposure. The union has commissioned a study to determine if exhaust is a factor, she said.

"Were not sure if that's because of the fumes. We pretty well suspect it is, but we don't have anything on it yet."

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency classifies diesel fumes as a probable carcinogen that is "likely"to cause cancer in humans. The American agency also warns the fine particulate matter in diesel exhaust is a serious health hazard because it can easily pass through the nose and throat into the lungs. It is especially dangerous to asthmatics and people with other breathing problems.

The border officers' concerns are not going unheeded by the federal government. The Canada Border Services Agency has begun taking proposals from contractors to study the extent of the exhaust and noise pollution at the border points and recommend solutions.

The study will measure the noise and exhaust levels at the customs inspectors booths in the Ontario border crossings of Windsor, Lansdowne, and Cornwall, as well as Lacolle, Que. Samples will be taken in summer and winter, and during peak and off-peak traffic times.

In 1997, the U.S. National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health conducted a health-hazard evaluation of two busy border crossings in California. At the San Ysidro and Calexico border points, the agency found exposure levels for lead, carbon monoxide and hydrocarbons were within accepted occupational levels. But at busy times and depending on weather conditions, the levels sometimes spiked past recommended maximum concentrations. The study did not look specifically at diesel levels.

The American evaluation recommended creating a buffer zone around the inspection booths to keep the lineups of idling vehicles away from the officers. It also suggested changes to the design of the inspectors' booths to create better air circulation.

The Canadian study is supposed to be completed by January 2007.

Living near busy roads may shorten lifespan

Ottawa Citizen     CTV.ca News Staff

Want to improve your health and live longer? Steer clear of living near busy roads. That's the conclusion of a new study on air pollution.

Scientists at McMaster University in Hamilton found an 18 per cent increase in the mortality rate for people living within 50 metres of a major highway and 100 meters of a busy road.

The streets they considered in their study carried anywhere from 35,000 to 75,000 vehicles each day.

While their research was confined only to the city of Hamilton, the researchers say what they found can apply to any major Canadian city.

As well, they say their research is relevant to all those Canadians who live along the Trans-Canada Highway. The Trans-Canada is the second busiest highway on the continent, moving 400,000 vehicles each day in some parts of the country.

The study was published in the July issue of the American Journal of Epidemiology.

It found that living near busy roads led to a higher pollution death rate. But, the deaths were not caused by things like asthma, emphysema or lung cancer. Instead, they were from heart attacks and other heart conditions.

"Basically air pollution does not affect your lungs but your heart," is how Dr. Murray Finkelstein, who co-authored the new study.

The bottom line for researchers is that living near busy roads shortens your life.

"Basically, that means your mortality pattern, if you are 50 years old, is the same as someone 52.5 years old who doesn't live on a busy road," said Dr. Finkelstein.

That 2.5-year shortening of your life is similar to what happens to people with life-threatening illnesses like diabetes or chronic lung disease.

Michael Jerrett, another co-author of the study, says if you're thinking of living near a busy road, you might want to think twice.

"If you have a heart condition, I would advise not buying a place very close to major roadways or highways," says Jerrett.

If you do live near a busy artery, the researchers suggest you consider using things such as air purifiers to help you breathe easier.

Researchers note that a person's economic class can also play a factor in how long they live. Finkelstein said more poor people may be more likely to live near busy streets than rich people.

As well, poor people have other behaviours such as smoking that might kill them in larger numbers. 

People more sensitive to allergy triggers 

CTV.ca News Staff    Updated: Thu. Apr. 21 2005 5:57 AM ET
  
As allergy season descends upon us and triggers a season of misery for millions of sufferers, a new study shows that people are becoming more sensitive to the environmental assaults on our senses.

British research shows that over the last 25 years, people are becoming increasingly susceptible to common allergic triggers (or allergens) such as pollen, pet dander and dust mites. 

For the study, published in the British Medical Journal, lead author Malcolm Law took blood samples from 513 middle-aged men in London between 1996 and 1998. 

He then matched these samples to those taken from the same number of men between 1981 and 1982, and also between 1975 and 1976. 

All subjects were tested for sensitivity to 11 common allergens, and then re-tested for sensitivity to three inhaled allergens.

Law's research team found "highly significant increases" over time in the proportion of men testing positive for the potential allergy triggers -- specifically, at a 4.5 per cent rise each decade since 1975.

Specific increases were found in antibodies to three inhaled allergens -- grass, tree pollen and cat dander. 

Allergies versus antigens
Higher levels of antigens don't necessarily translate into higher levels of allergic reaction, however.

Allergy specialist Dr. Peter Vadas told CTV.ca it's important to make a distinction between a person who shows high antibody levels and a person who has a clinical allergy. 

"The prevalence of antibodies against common allergens is much higher than the prevalence of clinical allergens," said Vadas, the director of the Allergy and Clinical Immunology division at St. Michael's Hospital in Toronto.

To illustrate his point, Vadas said a person could have high antigen levels when exposed to a cat, but not sneeze and tear up like a person who suffers from a true allergy to furry felines.

A number of studies do point, however, to a rise in rates of clinical allergies. But the reason why seems to remain a mystery. 

Cause unknown
Law's team admitted it failed to find an explanation behind the rising levels of antigens in middle-aged men over time. 

"We just don't have the answers," Law told WebMD, a medical information site.

He did conclude that the reason isn't likely due to an increase in exposure to certain allergens, or to a decline in childhood infections -- two popular theories behind the rise of allergies and antigens. 

But Dr. Vadas differs. "I subscribe to the hygiene hypothesis," he told CTV.ca, pointing to the theory that children who grow up in environments that are "too" hygienic, become allergy-prone.

The theory goes that when we're born, our immune systems are set to fight allergic diseases, and then later develop to combat bacterial infections.

But children who aren't exposed to enough bacteria in their developing years become stuck somewhat in the initial allergy-fighting mode.

Vadas pointed to studies that have shown that "the prevalence of allergy goes down" in children who grow up in relatively less hygienic environments such as farms, in families with multiple children, or spend a lot of time in daycares.

Whatever the reason, there's proof that more and more people are buying allergy medications.

Last month, over-the-counter allergy medicine Claritin passed the $1 billion US mark in sales in the United States since December, 2002. While Pfizer sold over $340 million US worth of its anti-histamine Zyrtec over the first three months of 2005.
Electric Air Fresheners Can Cause Cancer
Fears have been raised regarding the link between plug-in air fresheners and cancer compounds. 

Researchers at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) say that potentially harmful smog could accumulate inside homes through the reactions caused by electric air-fresheners and ozone. Experts believed the reactions produced formaldehyde, which is classified as a probable carcinogen that is believed to cause respiratory problems. 

Experts advised against the use of air fresheners in the home and suggested trying to prevent the smells that you were trying to cover up in the first place. 

A study found that mixing ozone and air freshening chemicals produced particles of formaldehyde-related compounds at a concentration level of approximately 50 micrograms in each cubic meter of air. This measurement was nearly equivalent to the EPA’s outdoor particle limit, which is considered to be an unhealthy level of particle exposure. 

Experts stated similar particles came out of the exhaust systems of vehicles and have been linked to respiratory problems. One environmental scientist said a possible solution to the problem was for air freshener manufacturers to change their formulas and use fewer chemicals.

Nature May 10, 2004 


Dr. Mercola's Comment:
It's best not to introduce any chemicals into your home--and this includes air fresheners.

If you are trying to eliminate unpleasant scents try to prevent them from occurring in the first place, and if you are using air fresheners because you like the scent you could try therapeutic essential oils instead. 

Most essential oils have antibacterial qualities and have varying physical and emotional effects depending on the oil, such as stimulation, relaxation, pain relief and healing. More importantly they don’t produce harmful chemicals like traditional air fresheners that could result in respiratory problems.

If you had a chance to read my previous article on the 2004 Lung Association Report on Air Quality, then you know that there are enough problems with air quality outside of your home--there's no need to create more problems with the air inside of your home by using chemical air fresheners.

VOC’S: Keeping Your House Clean Puts Asthma Sufferers at Risk
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Home cleaning products emit fumes that can cause asthmatic attacks in children, according to a study published in Thorax, the British Medical Association's journal. In fact, children were four times more likely to suffer from asthma when they were exposed to volatile organic compounds (VOCs) than those who weren't.

VOCs are found in the following products:

· Solvents 

· Paints 

· Hobby supplies 

· Floor adhesives 

· Cleaning products 

· Polishes 

· Room fresheners 

· Fitted carpet 

After studying 88 children who were treated for asthma in the emergency room at a Perth, Australia, hospital, researchers found the concentration of VOCs were higher in homes where people smoked or where new carpeting or paint had been added. Nevertheless, scientists were still concerned they didn't have enough data to draw a definite conclusion.

Another Australian study, also published in Thorax, found similar results: Children exposed to gas cookers or unflued gas heaters are more likely to develop asthma.

The link between gas and asthma is a proven one: Gas appliances emit nitrogen dioxide, a known irritant that has already been shown to affect respiratory health.

Australian Broadcasting Co. News Online August 26, 2004


Dr. Mercola's Comment:
You may recall a recent blog item I posted about some of the unhealthy and downright dangerous things parents do to protect their asthmatic kids from potential irritants. The study listed some 1,800 steps parents took to help their asthmatic children. Only half really work while the rest were unproven, unhelpful and, occasionally, harmful.

The common thread between both items: In many cases, at least one person who lived in the homes of these asthma sufferers was a smoker, which means this problem could have been easily preventable with a better understanding of the facts. This kind of ignorance fuels the quick fix mentality many physicians practice -- prescribing pharmaceuticals to cover up a problem but not actually treat it -- that can be deadly to your health and that of your family.

You don't need the temporary fixes most prescription drugs offer. In fact, there are some very simple changes you could make that will profoundly improve your ability to breathe.

1. Following my proven nutrition plan, described in my book, Total Health Cookbook & Program, is one of the first steps. Avoiding sugar, fruit juices, most grains and pasteurized dairy products is nearly always helpful. It is absolutely amazing how many people will have dramatic improvement and be able to stop most of their medications with this one simple step.

2. Replacing commercial milk with raw milk from grass-fed cows is also usually well tolerated and highly health promoting. There is simply no reason to ever drink or consume regular pasteurized milk products. They almost invariably will cause the asthma to worsen. The only acceptable milk products would be raw unpasteurized milk. That may seem impossible to get but there are two ways one can obtain it. The first is a cow share program. Once you find a dairy farmer just give him $10 to purchase a share of the cow. Now you can legally purchase the milk to consume as it is your cow and it is perfectly legal to drink raw milk from your own cow. 

The other option is to purchase the raw milk from the farmer in a frozen state. This is a legal loophole and works very well. It also allows you to store the milk for extended periods of time. Since it is relatively inconvenient for most of us to obtain raw milk, it makes it far more convenient to store the milk in the freezer. Non frozen raw milk is only good for about 1-2 weeks but frozen raw milk can be good for many months. Virtually none of the benefits of raw milk are lost when the milk is frozen.

3. Include enough long-chain omega-3 fats (DHA and EPA) from fish oils in your diet. In my experience, Carlson fish oil and cod liver oil is one of the most superior brands available as it conforms to the strictest guidelines for purity and freshness.

4. For more severe and resistant cases of asthma, allergy skin testing can be appropriate. Traditional allergy treatments are one of medicine's safer and better approaches, however it has great room for improvement. My experience with conventional allergy testing, whether done through the blood (RAST) or skin is that only 20 percent to 30 percent of patients do exceptionally well with it. It is also highly inconvenient, as patients need to go to the doctor's office every week for months or years. It clearly does not work for the majority of patients.

For the past several years, I have been using a much improved version of this testing, which is taught by the American Academy of Environmental Medicine, called . The success rate for this approach is in the 80 percent to 90 percent range and patients can receive their treatment at home.
Particulate

Dear Reader, 

Imagine a particle of soot so small that thirty particles placed side by side would be about the same width as a human hair. 

Environmentalists call this a "fine particle." It's measurement is PM 2.5; particulate matter equal to or less than 2.5 microns in diameter. But put enough of those fine particles of soot in the air we breathe and the result is not so fine at all. In fact, for older people the results may be deadly. 

-------------------------------------------- 
Particle response 
-------------------------------------------- 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) maintains a national monitoring network known as AIRS: the Aerometric Information Retrieval Service. This network measures air quality factors, including fine particles generated by power plants and automobile exhaust. 

In a recent study partly funded by the EPA, researchers from Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health assessed potential health risks of short-term exposure to fine particles, which can deeply penetrate the respiratory tract. 

The Hopkins team compared daily AIRS data collected throughout the U.S. between 1999 and 2002. This data was compared with hospital admission records from the same time period for more than 11 million Medicare patients. Researchers specifically looked for hospital admissions that were prompted by a variety of cardiovascular and respiratory problems, including coronary heart disease, heart failure, stroke, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and respiratory infection. 

Results revealed a short-term increase in hospital admissions for all of these conditions on days when levels of PM 2.5 were elevated. The most significant association was for heart failure. 

In a press release from the National Institute for Environmental Health Sciences, lead researcher Francesca Dominici, Ph.D., stated that most of the spikes in hospital admissions occurred on the same day as the rise in fine particle concentration, suggesting "a short lag time between the change in pollution and the subjects' response." 

-------------------------------------------- 
Air quality...right now 
-------------------------------------------- 

Dr. Dominici noted that it's not yet known exactly what characteristics of fine particles produce adverse reactions. She also stated that a national air quality standard needs to be established to protect respiratory health. 

We'll leave the cause and effects mystery of fine particles to researchers, and future air quality standards to the EPA. For our purposes the Hopkins study points up the importance of those air quality alerts that are often included in local weather reports, especially in the summer when oppressive conditions sometimes trap and contain unhealthy air at ground level. 

But you don't have to wait for your local news broadcast to find out what the air quality is like in your area. Dozens of local and federal government agencies have pooled their air quality measurement resources in support of a web site called Air Now (airnow.gov). This site lists current air quality index (AQI) information for towns and cities throughout the country. For instance, last Friday (3/17/06) you could have visited Air Now to find out that the PM 2.5 reading for Port Angeles, WA, was "moderate," which is considered safe for "sensitive groups." 

The Air Now site is easy to navigate and provides a clear, daily snapshot of the AQI across the nation and in your comm
