
 

For additional information or if you think you see a violation, call your local law enforcement agency or call PA 
Department of Environmental Protection’s toll-free Citizen Complaint Line at 1-866-255-5158. 

 

                                                                                               

            IdleFreePA:  Factsheet #1 

The Health Effects of Diesel Exhaust 

www.IdleFreePA.org 

Background:  IdleFreePA is a collaboration of three health and environmental Pennsylvania community-based 

organizations (Group Against Smog and Pollution, American Lung Association of the Mid-Atlantic, and Clean Air 
Council) in partnership with Pennsylvania’s Department of Environmental Protection.  IdleFreePA’s goal is to 
educate truck and bus drivers, law enforcement, and the public about Pennsylvania’s Diesel Powered Motor Vehicle 
Idling Act of 2008, which prohibits trucks and buses from idling for more than 5 minutes.   
 

Key Health Considerations 

 Particulate matter (“Soot 
pollution”) is the most dangerous 
component of diesel exhaust. 

 The smallest particles can carry 
toxins deep into lungs and directly 
into the bloodstream. 

 Exposure is linked to increased risk 
for asthma attacks, lung infections, 
heart attack, stroke and cancer. 

 Diesel exhaust impairs the immune 
and nervous systems; fine particles                                             
are linked with stunted lung growth. 

 Children, pregnant women, and the elderly are at increased risk from diesel pollution.  

 Studies of occupational exposure in truck drivers, dock workers, and bus drivers show higher risk for: 
         *  Cardiovascular disease        *  Lung, bladder and colon cancer        *  Premature death 

 Nationally, diesel exhaust poses a cancer risk that is 7.5 times higher than the combined total cancer risk 
from all other air toxics. 

 In the U.S., the average lifetime cancer risk due to diesel exhaust is over 350 times greater than the level 
U.S. EPA considers to be “acceptable” (i.e., one 
cancer per million persons over 70 years). 

 

 

 

SOME TOXIC AIR CONTAMINANTS IN DIESEL EXHAUST 
 

acetaldehyde  hexane 
acrolein   mercury compounds 
arsenic   methanol 
benzene   methyl ethyl ketone 
beryllium compounds naphthalene 
1,3-butadiene  nickel 
cadmium   phenol 
chlorine   polycyclic organic matter 
chlorobenzene       including PAHs and 
chromium compounds      their derivatives 
cyanide compounds selenium compounds 
dioxins and dibenzofurans styrene 
formaldehyde  toluene 

ESTIMATED ANNUAL DIESEL 
HEALTH IMPACTS IN PENNSYLVANIA 

 
Premature Adult Deaths              1,200 
Cases of Cancer                  150 
Heart Attacks               1,700 
Asthma Attacks             19,000 
Cases of Chronic Bronchitis                 580 
Work Loss Days          110,000 
Restricted Activity Days         640,000 
Hospital Admissions                 700 
Emergency Room Visits for Asthma    700 
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