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Irmants Causing Swnptomfli

Fearful, the Lueke_rs - Legve

seaj‘_f Reporters of THE WALL
m government agencies testing’ the air

n:ant long-term health risk tor area WOTK- .-
€rs and residents. R

Wetghmg Risks -

Tes‘ts Say AirIs Safe

« eomarm——————

Are Not Known-Dangers;.{
‘Much RemamSUncertam ¥

¥

l'.

NEW YORK—In the weeks since Sept. |

d zero have Teached a nearly.
conclusion: There is no signif-

M ?‘

<7 Yet hundreds, and possibly thousan y :
ofpeoplewhohve workorgotoschool 3
Manhattan have expenenced persis-

work, family and commn-,
myhfe.SeeuuclesonpaseBl-

vironmental Protechun Agency has con-
centrated on known carcinogens and-other
dangerous ; matmals mcludmg asbestos

dioxin mld jead. M ’

these
“However, the World Trade center eol-
lapse;has stirred up g cocktail of other
unfriendly substances, includmg an'bome
cement dust, bits of fiberglass, and a host

of chemiicals emitted by the plastics, jet

e dead

that burned atthe’

| !&7 ‘government is right.that other-
wise ‘healthy :people are not going. to-end

xdyingorinth . hospital” “years from

mwsaysGeorgeD Thuirston;-assetiate:

rofessor of environmental medicine -at

New ork University’s medical school. But

-of the dust and chemicals kicked up

by thie collapse, he says, “turped out 10 be
more irritating than we had thought.”

. Some people seem especially vulnera-

: x ble to environmental irritants because of
. genetic sensitivities or pre-existing ! health
' conditions, such as asthma or allergies,
according to Paul Lioy, an environmental- -
. health scientist
" University and the University of Medicine
& Dentistry of New Jersey.

affiliated with Rutgers:

Stea.dy Improvement
Overall,theairnearwherethe'l‘wm
Towers:once stood has improved steadily
since theé siicide-jetliner attack. The fires:
appear to have been extinguished, and the
birnt smell has largely disappeared, .€X-
cept:immedlaiely around the site. Muthmh

director -of intensive care .at NYU ‘Dows-
town Hospital, says that most of the 100 or

so:patients he has seen with coughs and
asﬁ:lma-iike conditions related to the disas-

havesteadﬂy gotten better with: medi-
cation. Health experts predict respiratory
symptoms will continue to diminish .as
nassive cranes stop clawmgatthe debns
abd. airborne dust settles.

”Even;this optlmlstic prognosis comes
with a.big dose of caution. Many experts

. admit that the environmenml effects-of the

- .(iisaster are. ‘so complex that health prob-
" leins could crop up in the future. One €oL-

" eern is that the vast vari variety of ¢hemicals
. andpartlclesswirhngintheajrmayhave

mteracted in. unpredictable ways. Scien:
ﬁﬁe:research has detailed the effects -of
crashes, building collapses and haz-

. grdous fires—but never the blend of all
three, let alone on this scale. “We can't
'hoktoanyliteramre orto anystudmthai
-:havebeen done and compare t theimn to-anyx,
thing that’s “happened here,” says: :Kath-
Jeen Calfahan, the EPA’S deputy regional

siteformoret.hanthreem onths-Some of: éﬂﬁnnistrathortheNewYorkarea.w :
substances

thiese . leﬁ-well understood
used eoldﬁkesg

—“he
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But Some People Feel \

One bxé I}mcert&tty.&

Tl Nearround Zeso

mltgers-a.fﬁliaied scientist, is the jmpm

on the thousands -of people caught in the
* dust cloud on Sept. 11. There was' litile

- pionitoring of pollution levels that early in

the disaster, and “people were breathing

‘lnstufftlmtwasfarinexcessofwm.

anybody would normally be exposed to-in
their L. :time,” he says. Having analyzed
the debris, he believes the dust cloud con-

; tdined—in addition to cement, asbestv
and fiberglass particles—such suspected
carcinogens as polycyclic aromatic hydro-

carbons ind other chemical co

bnef exposure to certain chemicals or

‘heavy metals released in the disaster could

cause developmental or other problems in

unborn ¢hildren. At Columbia University’s:

Center *for 'Clilldren’s
szseﬂnnwpagu& Coban;;!

emitted by --the .conflagration.| Dr. ‘Lioy

- CONCern is whether relanvely

2
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Heﬂm’mwmmsm,

cruiting ‘women who ¥ were pregnant
time of thedlsasterforastudythatwmglltx
them and their babies for several years. *
An additional source of anxiety for
some residents and.' employees -near
ground zero is the continuing threat that
Jeanup workers may reintroduce contami-
nants into the air by vsing improper meth-
xds. (See related article this page.)

Inpanbecanseoftheuncermnty“

ibout air quality, many businesses
esidents have yettore%'mn tothebloaclll:g
surrounding ground zero. Eeonomy com, &
sonsulting firm in West Chester, Pa., esti-
nates the disaster will cost New York $30
sillion in l“ost economic activity this year
tandnext. If we're going to hold up down-
ngn Manhattan as the tinancial capital of
e wo-ld, bring back the residents and
recreate “he 24-hour community, we've got
to convince people that it is safe,” says
Sheldon Sﬂ;er, speaker of New York's
state assembly: “Wedon’thaveiha‘t
e e s o
u morve than 7,500 tests f
0gens and other- dmgemmwsg;mncs,
ﬁd the ﬁndmgs have so far been gener-
.ally encouraging. For example;=only 29

tests for airborne. asb.stos, out
: of
since Sept. 11, have shov.a level§ m

the tough federai threshold for

children back into a scheol bmxﬁw
an ashestos cleanup, the EPA says. Asbes-
tos, which - was indre retardant in:part of
the Twin Towers, can causé severe breath-
ing problems and cancer when inha&ed
over a: -period of years, o

|
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v1oxin jevels also briefly exceeded EPA
thresholds in some locations near ground
zeroin the weeks after the disaster, but they
fell within safe ranges thereafter. Dioxin, a
type of chemical released by burning wood
and som.e plastics, can cause cancer and
may lead io reproductive problems.
" Citing the generally sanguine-federal
test results, as well as their own testing,
some employers, including Merrill Lynch
& Co. and the law firm Cleary, Gottlieb,
Steen & Hamilton, have returned to build-
1ings close to ground zero. Dow Jones &
Co., publisher of The Wall Street Journal,
has said the removal of ashestos at its
offices across the street from the disaster
site is taking longer than expected. The
company says that it plans to return half
of its displaced workers but that they
won'’t come back until April at the earliest.

Scant Comfort

Yet, for the more than 100 people who
have come to Mount Sinai Medical Center
complaining of respiratory problems, the
federal tests are scant comfort. Stephen
Levin, director of the hospital’s occupa-
tiondl-health center, says most of the pa-
tients work in offices near ground zero
and haven't been involved in rescue or
cleanup. Only a handful were caught in
the Sept. 11 debris storm. Their diagnoses
have included bronchitis, an inflammation
in the lungs, and sinusitis, or inflirmma-
tion of the sinus cavities. Many of the pa-
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jents have dramaticaily reduced lung ca-
ggcity, inhibiting thgir‘ ability to exercise
or even walk up stairs, Dr. I.em says.
One of the most worrisome diagnoses is
a type of environmentally ‘mduged asthmt
hesays. Whilemost upper-respxramrypro
lems go away, this strain of a;thnga canstay
with a person for a lifetime, causing wheez-
ing from exposure to even minor jrritants,
such as cigarette smoke. 4
John Graham, 39 years old, never used

" to have any breathing problems. The

th-and-safety instructor for the local
lé:ralpg?enrs umogly joined rescue efforts as a
volunteer during the first few days after
Sept. 11. Although he used to be a recre-
ational runner, he says merely mgwing
the lawn at his New Jersey home this fall
was tiring. A dry cough dogs him, a:nd cold
mornings seem to clamp down on his chest
5o hard it feels “like an elephant is step-
ping on your lungs,” says Mr. .G’raha.m,
who is now a patient of Dr. Levin's.

The New York Fire Department says
more than 1,600 firefighters have ha;l res-
piratory ailments related to working at
ground zero. The firefighters union. Says
about 400 firefighters have aﬂngents seri-
ous enough to put them on medical leave.

‘Several substances are considered
likely causes of the ailments. One-. is cbe-
ment dust created in huge quantities by
the collapse of the towers. Cement con-

“Gases and particles may

- have combined to cause
irritation in ways health
expertsdon’t understand.

———————

tains limestone, which is caustic and can
inflame eye linings and nasal passages
and even induce mild hropchitis, accord-
ing to studies of industrial workplaces.
When the dust hits the water protecting
the cornea, for instance, it causes a chemi-
cal redction that leads to inflammation.

- _Another possible problem: bits of fiber-
giass, mostly from disintegrated buildingin- ,
{'- sulation. An analysis of dust taken near

P,

zero on Sept. 12 by NYU scientists
g;‘éln\:lded that an astonishing 30% to 40%
consisted of fiberglass. The -fragments are
probably long enough—most longer than
1/1000f a millimeter—that they are filtered
out by the nose or naturally expelled fro::l
the Jungs, Dr. Thurston says. As a result,
they probably won’t cause long-term res;gt
ratory problems. But the fragments mig!
frritate sensitive tissue that lines the eyes,
"pose and throat, he says. Typically, the
EPA does 't even measure such particles,
becduse they are believed to-be too Jarge to
cause serious long-term-harm. . :
" The. fires. that smoldered at ground
' gefo-—conisuming computers, nylon carpet-
‘- ing, -office furniture atid countless other
" items—also emitted a potpotarri of so-valled

e 2 orgnme; .:5_;.._'5 L e

*  are thousands of gases and aerosols, includ-
ing benzene, toluexne, and formald.l; sde.

. The EPA says it isn’t woiried about the
health threat of VOCs in lower Manhattan.
Although some of its tests for more than 60
VOCs have shown unsafe levels directly
over burning fires, the agency says these
gases have quickly dissipated. EPA testers
report that by the time the gases rose from
the ground to nose level, they were unde-
tectable. The agency stopped monitoring
VOCs beyond the disaster site in late Sep-
tember and believes the chemicals “don’t
pose any long-term risk,” says Ms. Calla-
han, the deputy regional administrator.

But VOCs may have caused some of the

symptoms experienced by downtown work-
ers and residents. Pamela Dalton, a sen-
sory-irritation researcher at the nonprofit
Monell Chemical Senses Center in Philadel-
phia, says numerous studies have found
that VOCs can irritate eyes and the respira-

tory tract at low, nontoxic levels. Even if a

given chemical isn’t present in sufficient

quantity to be annoying, or even measur-
able, she says, “if you combine hundreds of
them, they may cause irritation.”

Part of the problem, Dr. Dalton says, is
.that the largest study of combined VOCs
involves just 22 of the gases. No one has
examined anything close to the scale of
the combination of gases at the trade cen-
ter site. “We have hundreds of VOCs” at
ground zero, Dr. Dalton says. “It’s poten-
tially more potent.” -

' Yves C. Alarie, a University of Pitts-

burgh professor of toxicology who studies

thehealth effects of VOCs, agrees that atlev-
els likely present in lower Manhattan, these
compounds “are not a long-term health is-
sue.” Still, he says, they can cause coughs
- and throat irritation. The EPA, he says,
isn't “doing any relevant measurement for
the acute symptoms people are feeling.”
.- “The agency’s Web:site, www.epa.gow,

lists daily test results at ground zero for

~only one VOC, benzene.-That chemical is

L e
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emitted by burning fuel and some types o1
plastics and can cause leukemia. As.re-

" cently as mid-December, EPA monitoring

equipment at the disaster site.measm'ed
benzene levels 400 times as high as the
agency’s safety standard for continuous
exposure over one year. The chemical dis-
sipates quickly, the EPA says, but the
agency has cautioned cleanup workers to
wear respirators. .

Drs. Alarie and Dalton both say the
majority of people exposed to low levels of
environmental irritants, including VOCs,
eventually become acclimated to them,

- and symptoms recede.. .

"Still, the EPA’s Ms. Callahan says the
agency has decided to start measuring

- again soon -for the compounds in the

blocks around ground zero. The agency
also is expanding testing for some other
compounds. It will soon be looking at form-
aldehyde, a powerful irritant and possible
carcinogen that can be produced by f.he
burning of numerous materials, including
furniture and carpets. :

' Beyond VOCs, the gases and particles -
" floating around lower Manhattan- may

have combined in another way to cause
respiratory irritation, some scientists say.
Sulfur dioxide, a common air pollutant
that comes from burning fuel, normally is
mostly filtered out by the nasal passages.
But in the post-Sept. 11 air, sulfur dioxide
from the combustion of jet fuel and the

diesel burped by cleanup vehicles may
have attached to particles of other matter .

‘that méve-deeper into the throat or hmngs,
according to NYU’s Dr. Thurston.

Jung,” Ms. Lueker says. "

Special Vulnerability = %

. -According ‘to another..hyjdthesis Dr.
Thurston and some other experts suggest,
the barrage of contaminants in‘the down-
town air might compromise some people’s
Immune systems, making them more vul-
nerable to pollutants at levels that
wouldn’t ordinarily affect them. -

:> More broadly, some people are.geneti’ - -
«cally ‘predisposed to irritation-frops air-

borne substances, helping to explain ‘why
they may be suffering near ground -zero
while-others aren't, scientists say..Stuart
M. Brooks, an asthma specialist at the
University of South Florida’s "Jaedieal

school, says prior studies have showa Qyst-

betwen 10% and 20% of the population has
what he calls “hyper-responsive airways™
That means that cells in their lungs amf
breathing passages are more sensitive tp
environmental frritants. Many 6 -these
people don’t know they have the condifion,”

{ _ although they may have hay fever or other

.allergies, he says.

Dr. Brooks says his own research has
shown that environmental contaminants
can trigger asthma in this sensitive popula-
tion, and he theorizes that has happened
near ground zero. If treated with inhaled
steroids and other drugs, he says, most of
these people will return to their pre-expo-
sure health condition. )

Yet to some area residents, such predic-
tions provide little reassurance. “There’s

'no way you.can implode and burn 220 floors -
of office space and not have repercussions,”

‘saysDrnna Lueker, who used to live several. -

blocks south of the World Trade Center. In
the weeks after the collapse, she and her
risband ventured back to thejr apartment .
to retrieve belongings and came away-with
sinus infections and sore throats. - .-

The couple, in their thirties, and thétf: |

two-year-old boy have moved across’the’
East River to Brooklyn. “Twénty years.
from now, I don't want my son te have-ene

—Laura Johannes
contributed to this-erticle. .
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