Link Between Ozone Air Pollution And Premature Death Confirmed

ScienceDaily (Apr. 23, 2008) — Short-term exposure to current levels of ozone in many areas is likely to contribute to premature deaths, says a new National Research Council report, which adds that the evidence is strong enough that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency should include ozone-related mortality in health-benefit analyses related to future ozone standards.  
Ozone, a key component of smog, can cause respiratory problems and other health effects.  In addition, evidence of a relationship between short-term -- less than 24 hours -- exposure to ozone and mortality has been mounting, but interpretations of the evidence have differed, prompting EPA to request the Research Council report. In particular, the agency asked the committee to analyze the ozone-mortality link and assess methods for assigning a monetary value to lives saved for the health-benefits assessments. 

Based on a review of recent research, the committee found that deaths related to ozone exposure are more likely among individuals with pre-existing diseases and other factors that could increase their susceptibility. However, premature deaths are not limited to people who are already within a few days of dying. 

In addition, the committee examined research based on large population groups to find how changes in ozone air concentration could affect mortality, specifically to determine the existence of a threshold -- a concentration of ozone below which exposure poses no risk of death. The committee concluded that if a threshold exists, it is probably at a concentration below the current public health standard. As people have individual susceptibilities to ozone exposure, not everyone may experience an altered risk of death if ozone air concentration also changes.  
Further research should explore how personal thresholds may vary and the extent to which they depend on a person's frailty, the committee said.

The research on short-term exposure does not account for all ozone-related mortality, and the estimated risk of death may be greater than if based solely on these studies, the committee noted. To better understand all the possible connections between ozone and mortality, future research should address whether exposure for more than 24 hours and long-term exposure -- weeks to years -- are associated with mortality, including how ozone exposure could impact life expectancy. For example, deaths related to short-term exposure may not occur until several days afterward or may be associated with multiple short-term exposures.

Full article at:  http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/04/080422135728.htm 

Comment by Dr. Hasselback: 

Canada acknowledged and established a Canada Wide Standard for ozone of 65 ppb, 8-hour averaging time in 2000.  The US EPA had used an 80 ppb standard and will be lowering that to 75 ppb this month (both countries measure this as the fourth highest annual measurement). The differences in the national standards have also contributed to the variation in scientific exploration of PM and ozone with a greater emphasis in the US on particulate matter and a subtle, but important literature bias against the impacts of ozone and perhaps an overemphasis on PM. 

The study reported is part of the administrative processes required in the US for standard setting that is expected to have mitigated impact costs of greater than $100 Million. The science review affirms the short term consequences of ozone and that these consequences justify the mitigative actions required in the US. The panel concluded that they were not able to determine a “no threshold” level for ozone, and acknowledged that there may be long term impacts which are not included in their study. 

Similar to particulate matter, Ozone is known to contribute to increased mortality, increased respiratory disease, and increased cardiac events. Importantly in more recent analysis is the combined effect of multiple pollutants which can contribute to similar poor health outcomes. 

Ozone has had a certain political overtone in the US with the Bush administration being reluctant to acknowledge its potential impact and requiring considerable administrative review. Whoever said that science is without political interference?  

