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POOR A I R  QUALITY POSES BEAtTB TBREAT M AIRLINE PASSENGERS 

Poor a i r  q u a l i t y  is a s e r i o u s  and growing problem on c o m e r c i a l  a i r l i n e r s ,  

r e p r e s e n t i n g  a p o t e n t i a l  t h r e a t  t o  p a s s e n g e r s '  h e a l t h  and  a g e n u i n e  t h r e a t  t o  

t h e i r  c o m f o r t ,  an indoor  a i r  s p e c i a l i s t  h a s  t o l d  a  US C o n g r e s s i o n a l  h e a r i n g .  

Gray Rober t son ,  p r e s i d e n t  o f  ACVA A t l a n t i c  Inc . ,  which  p ionee red  t h e  a n a l y s i s ,  

d f a g n o s i s  and t r e a t a e n t  of i n d o o r  a i r  p o l l u t i o n ,  t o l d  t h e  P u b l i c  Works and 

T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  S u b c o n ~ i t t e e  on A v i a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  c a b i n  a i r  i n  a o s t  a i r p l a n e s  

is becoa ing  i n c r e a s i n g l y  p o l l u t e d  a s  a i r l i n e s  a t t e a p t  to  c u t  c o s t s  by 

d e c r e a s i n g  v e n t i l a t i o n .  

"It is  c l e a r  t h a t  a i r l i n e s  and a i r c r a f t  a a n u f a c t u r e r s  a r e  t a k i n g  s t e p s  t h a t  

a r e  a g g r a v a t i n g  t h e  problem o f  i n d o o r  a i r  p o l l u t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  a o v i n g  toward 

s o l v i n g  i t ,  " Rober tson t e s t i f i e d .  



"Tn t he  vast  a a j o r i t y  of c a s e s ,  poor indoor a i r  q u a l i t y  is caused by 

inadequate v e n t i l a t i o n ,  o f t e n  coupled with  poor f i l t r a t i o n .  In  an a i r c r a f t ,  

a s  in  any enclosed space ,  t h i s  f o r ce s  passengers  t o  b r ea the  a i r  contaminated 

by a  v a r i e t y  o f  p o l l u t a n t s ,  many of  which can have s e r i o u s  h e a l t h  e f f e c t s , "  

said Robertson, who bases h i s  f i nd ings  on a  review of a l l  r epor ted  da t a  and 

r e p o r t s  on a i r l i n e r  a i r  q u a l i t y .  

Robertson a l s o  s a i d  t h a t  t h e  US'S smoking ban on i n t e r n a l  f l i g h t s  of  two hours 

o r  l e s s ,  the t o p i c  of t h e  Congressional  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  f a i l e d  t o  address  t he  

r e a l  problem. 

Passenger c o a p l a i n t s  about  syap toas  l i k e  sore eyes ,  s c r a t c h y  t h r o a t s ,  

headaches,  f a t i g u e  and r e s p i r a t o r y  problems have proapted t h e  National Acadeay 

of Sc iences '  National Research Council (NAS) t o  review a i r l i n e  a i r  q u a l i t y  and 

s a f e t y .  

"Po l lu t an t s  found a t  h igh  l e v e l s  on planes included carbon d iox ide ,  f i b r e s  and 

d u s t ,  funes and vapours f r o a  f u e l  and o t h e r  sources ,  ozone, and a  v a r i e t y  of 

b a c t e r i a ,  fungi  and v i r u s e s .  These can a l l  cause  t h e  symptoms experienced,"  

s a i d  Robertson. 

" I r o n i c a l l v ,  t h e r e  was no evidence of  excess ive  l e v e l s  of  carbon aonoxide,  

a i rbo rne  p a r t i c u l a t e s  o r  n i c o t i n e ,  a l l  of  which have been l inked  t o  tobacco 

smoke a s  a source."  

But t h e  NAS r e p o r t  found t h a t  11 percen t  of  t h e  f l i g h t s  had v i o l a t e d  Federal  

Aviat ion Authori ty  s t anda rds  f o r  ozone, wi th  soae l e v e l s  a o r e  than e i g h t  t i n e s  

h igher  than recoanended, and carbon d iox ide  l e v e l s  exceeding r e c o a ~ e n d e d  

l i q i  ts. 

The NAS r e p o r t  a l s o  revealed t h a t  t h e  v e n t i l a t i o n  of  a i r c r a f t  c ab in s  d id  no t  

a e e t  accepted n o r m  f o r  o f f i c e s .  

"Profess ional  bodies  l i k e  ASHRAE (Associat ion of Heating, Re f r i ge ra t i on  and 

Mrcond i t f  oning Engineers)  and BOCA (Building O f f i c i a l s  and Code 

A d n j n i s t r a t o r s )  recoaaend a  a iniaum 20 cubic  f e e t  pe r  minute (cfm) o f  f r e s h  

a i r  per person. 
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" I n  s t a r k  con t r a s t  the NAS found t h a t  on a t y p i c a l  747 Jurnbo f l i g h t ,  

passengers  f l y i n g  ecoqmy g e t  seven c f n  - o n l y  a t h i r d  o f  t h e  recoroaended 

l e v e l .  Passengers i n  F i r s t  g e t  a b e t t e r  d e a l ,  w i t h  over  30 c f a  but  t h e  b e s t  

place t o  be i s  in the cockpi t  where the  crew enjoy 150 c f a , "  s a id  Robertson. 

Although the a i r l i n e s  argue t h a t  reduc ing  v e n t i l a t i o n  saves  money on f u e l ,  

Robertson t e s t i f i e d  t h a t  the  c o s t  of  providing adequate  v e n t i l a t i o n  is 

r e l a t i v e l y  smal l .  I nc r ea s ing  v e n t i l a t i o n  t o  t h e  recoaaended r a t e  on a t yp i ca l  

f ive-hour f l i g h t  aboard a 747 w i t h  400 passengers would c o s t  only an e x t r a  60 

c e n t s  per passenger,  o r  t h e  c o s t  o f  one a d d i t i o n a l  plane t i c k e t  o v e r a l l ,  

Robertson s a id .  

Robertson 's  recoaaendat ions  t o  t h e  c o r n i t t e e  fncluded: 

Maxiaize ventf  l a t i o n  r a t e s ;  

. I f  a i r p l a n e s  a r e  designed t o  run on recycled a i r ,  enforce  e f f e c t i v e  

a i r  f i l t r a t i o n ;  

. Enforce coapl iance  through in spec t i on  and a o n i t o r i n g ;  

"According t o  a l l  a v a i l a b l e  d a t a ,  t h e  saokfng ban has n o t  achieved and w i l l  

n o t  ach ieve  c l ean  indoor a i r  an coamercial  a i r l i n e r s , "  Robertson concluded. 

"If the  goal of t h e  C o m i t t e e  is t o  ensure  a c lean  and h e a l t h y  environaent  f o r  

' a i r l i n e  passengers ,  improving v e n t i l a t i o n  s tandards  and systems wf 11 go 

f m e a s u r a b l y  f u r t h e r  than a t t e a p t s  t o  r e a c t  t o  any i nd iv idua l  po l l u t an t . "  
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