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The London Underground: dust and hazards to health
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What associations have previously been shown in
populations exposed to this substance?

The final question is most readily answered by considering
studies of welders, of which there are many. Welding fume is
undoubtedly toxic, although risks to welders other than that
of pneumonia® are generally attributed to components of the
fume other than iron. The maximum exposures in LU are
approximately 25-fold lower than the UK occupational
exposure standard for iron oxide and welding fume. A fume
is likely to be more toxic than an abrasion generated dust,
since it is finer and so presents a much greater surface area
per unit mass to the lungs, leading to more rapid dissolution
of soluble toxics such as metals as well as presenting a greater
surface area for free radical reactions if the surface is inert.”
We concluded that risks of serious disease of the lungs or
heart from exposure underground would be very low, and
probably difficult to detect above background in any feasible
study. Thus a sensible answer to the question “Should I travel
by London Underground?” would be: “If you travel in
London, base your choice on cost and convenience, not on
risks to health by inhalation of dust. Above ground you will
breathe traffic fumes, below ground less of that, but some
iron oxide.” We did not recommend a direct epidemiological
study as we believed that any small risks that might be
present would be difficult or impossible to detect in any
practicable study. This was accepted by the LU management
and union representatives.
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