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W H AT  E X A C T LY  I S  I N  D I E S E L  E X H A U S T ?
�Diesel exhaust generates diesel exhaust particulate (DEP). 

DEP is emitted by trucks, school buses, older cars and off-road
construction and industrial equipment with engines running on
diesel fuel.1-2

�DEP is a mixture of hundreds of compounds, some of which are
gases while others form parts of tiny particles suspended in the
air called particulate matter. 

�Diesel exhaust also contributes to the formation of ozone.

W H Y  S H O U L D  W E  B E  C O N C E R N E D  A B O U T  D I E S E L  E X H A U S T  A N D
H O W  I S  I T  L I N K E D  T O  A S T H M A ?  
The health risks of diesel exhaust are recognized by the State of California.

�California has formally recognized diesel exhaust particulate (DEP) as a toxic air con-
taminant which is subject to regulation to lessen emissions and reduce human exposure. 

�In 2001, the Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment, under the “Children’s
Environmental Health Protection Act” of 1999 (SB 25, M. Escutia), determined one of the
“top 5” outdoor air pollutants of concern to children’s health is diesel exhaust particulate.3

Many of the compounds in diesel exhaust are known to cause cancer and are increasingly
implicated in asthma as well.2, 4-8 Studies of diesel exhaust have uncovered a variety of dis-
turbing biological effects directly related to asthma: 

�Exposure to DEP can disrupt the regulation of the immune system, which increases a
sensitive person’s risk of having allergic reactions to other things in their environment.9

�Laboratory animals and human volunteers exposed to DEP developed asthma-like
inflammation in their air passages.9

�Particulates and ozone from traffic causes cellular damage directly to the lung lining, as
well as through inflammation.10-11

�Children are highly vulnerable to the health risks from diesel exposure. It is well known
that children raised in heavily polluted areas face the prospect of reduced lung capacity
and prematurely aged lungs. 

�Fine particulates can penetrate children’s narrow airways and lodge deep within the
lung, where they are more likely to be retained and absorbed.

�Children also have higher respiration rates than adults, which can increase their expo-
sure to air pollutants per unit of body weight. 

T H E  F O L L O W I N G  R E S E A R C H  D E M O N S T R AT E S  T H E  I M PA C T  O N  O U R  C H I L D R E N :
�A study of about 6,000 low-income asthmatic children in San Diego found that asthmatic

children living close to high-traffic areas made more doctor visits than those who lived
further from traffic. Children living near high traffic areas (nearest freeway or major
road) were more likely to have made two or more doctor visits for asthma than those
who did not live near high density traffic areas.12

�Another study found that doctor-diagnosed asthma was more prevalent among children
living within 100 meters (125 feet) of a freeway. The study also found that children living
and attending schools closer to freeways and areas of high truck traffic had more chronic
respiratory symptoms (coughing and wheezing) and doctor-diagnosed asthma than
those who did not.13 In California in 2000, 173 K-12 public schools, with an enrollment
over 150,000, were located within 500 feet of high-traffic roadways (>50000 vehicles per
day).14

�A study done in Atlanta, Georgia, during the 1996 Summer Olympic Games found
reduced traffic in the downtown area, due to altered traffic patterns and reduced traffic
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“There is a family
[where] all three of
them have asthma

and they feel like they're
prisoners in their own
home. The grandmother
and two grandsons have
asthma and they're literally
four houses from the 710
freeway and two houses
away from the train yards.
To see two young boys
who are not able to go 
outside and play and
engage in sports because
they will have an asthma
attack that will hospitalize
them [is sad]. It’s affecting
their schoolwork, their
grades, and their existence.
Their asthma is a major
problem.”
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density, reduced asthma hospitalizations. Children reported fewer recorded doctor visits and hospitalizations for asthma
during the games compared to four weeks before and after the Olympic Games.15

W H AT  C A N  W E  D O  T O  C L E A N  U P  D I E S E L  E N G I N E S  A N D  R E D U C E  P O T E N T I A L  E X P O S U R E S  T O  T R A F F I C - R E L AT E D
E M I S S I O N S  I N  O U R  C O M M U N I T I E S ?
CAFA coalitions and Regional Centers are working to promote interventions and policies to improve the lives of children
with asthma. These efforts are targeted to the needs of their communities. Local coalition membership includes parents,
health care providers, school personnel, environmental justice organizations, tenant organizations, local residents and others
concerned about asthma. 

A few examples of local CAFA policy and program efforts include:

�Fighting the expansion of a freeway that would increase local air pollution.

�Raising awareness and taking action to reduce local sources of outdoor air pollution.

�Reducing children’s exposure to hazardous diesel pollution by working with school districts, school boards, officials, 
associations and other groups to develop and implement policies regarding school bus idling.16

For helpful resources and information on how you can take action in your community, go to CAFA’s website at
http://www.calasthma.org. 
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