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No Breathing in the Aisles

Diesel Exhaust Inside School Buses

Questions and Answers

Q:

Should parents be concerned about whether school buses are safe 



for their children to ride in, given the high levels of toxic diesel 

exhaust you found in the buses? 

A:
Diesel school buses may pose a health risk to children. The cancer risks from diesel exhaust are related to the number of years the child rides the bus. This means that there’s generally no need for children to stop riding the bus right away, but it’s a good idea for school districts to retrofit or replace the dirty diesel buses as soon as possible, so children aren’t exposed for years to the hazardous smoke and fumes. If a child has asthma or other respiratory problems, and riding the bus seems to make their symptoms worse, it’s a good idea to check with his or her doctor about whether the child should continue riding the bus.

Q:

Did you test old, smoking buses only or did you also test newer diesel



school buses? Is there a difference between an older bus and a newer bus?

A:
We tested buses from the mid- to late-1980s. These buses are fairly common in school districts across the country.  For example, in California, more than 30 percent of all school buses were manufactured prior to 1987.  Some school districts -- including those in California, Washington and Texas -- even have school buses that are more than 20 years old. There were differences between individual buses we tested, but these weren’t just related to age. In fact, two 1986 buses had very different levels of diesel exhaust inside. This difference could be a result of varying levels of maintenance on the buses. Newer diesel buses do have lower emissions than older buses, and that may mean that the exhaust levels inside the buses are also lower, but our study focused on the nation’s existing school bus fleet and didn’t address new buses. 

Q:

Are California school buses any different from other diesel school



buses in the U.S.?

A:
The type of diesel bus we tested is the same type of bus used in other parts of the country of the same model year. These buses have the same engines and emissions controls as buses used around the country. California school buses may run slightly cleaner than other school buses because the diesel fuel sold and used in California has lower sulfur content than the average diesel fuel sold and used elsewhere in the country.  This difference, however, would not likely change our risk assessment. 

Q:
Did NRDC, the Coalition for Clean Air, and U.C. Berkeley’s study duplicate actual bus route operations when testing the air quality inside a 

school bus?

A: 
Yes. This was a real-world study. We used actual school buses that are normally used to transport children. These buses drove along existing elementary school bus routes in the Los Angeles area with stops at actual bus stops along the routes. The routes included typical periods of idling, stop-and-go traffic, hills, residential streets, and boulevards. Our results reflect actual exposures to children who ride similar buses every day.

Q:

What exactly is the health threat to children? You say 23-46 additional



cancer cases per million may result but what does that mean?  Is this a 

significant health threat?

A:
Given that there are millions of children riding diesel buses to school every day, the cancer risks can add up. Governmental environmental agencies generally consider any cancer risk to be significant if it is predicted to result in more than one excess cancer per million. The risks we found are up to 46-fold higher than what the government calls a significant risk. In addition, diesel exhaust has other health effects that are not so easily quantified. For example, compounds in diesel exhaust have been shown to induce airway inflammation and trigger asthma symptoms. 

Q:

My child has asthma. Is he more at risk riding a school bus? Should I 



keep him off the school bus?

A:
If your child has asthma, it is worth checking to see if his or her symptoms seem to get worse while riding the bus. Any worsening of symptoms associated with taking the bus would be worth a consultation with your pediatrician for advice. 

Q:

You recommend seating children at the front of the bus and keeping the 



windows open, but how practical is that? Our school buses are always



full and winter temperatures are too cold to do that. 

A: 
Our measurements showed that diesel exhaust levels are highest when the windows of the bus are closed. When the windows are closed, we also found that exhaust accumulates in the back of the bus. While it may not always be possible or practical to open the windows or have children sit toward the front, these are relatively simple short-term measures that can make a difference and should be implemented where feasible.  For example, while a school district may run full buses, it would be prudent to seat children toward the front of the bus before filling up rear seats.  And children with the longest rides could be seated in the part of the bus with the lowest exposures.  In the long run, of course, the solution is to clean up the buses by getting rid of the dirty diesels.

Q:

Our school districts barely have money for textbooks, let alone



expensive natural-gas buses.  How are these buses to be funded? 

A.
We don’t want school districts to have to choose between textbooks and children’s health. We believe there are resources for both. As our report describes, there are many local, state and federal funding sources which can help offset the additional up-front costs of buying natural-gas  or other alternative-fuel buses. More funding is needed to convert all of our nation’s fleets to cleaner fuels, however, and parents should urge federal, state, and local policy makers to make replacement of old, dirty diesel buses a top budgetary priority. Aside from direct funding, many school districts have also found that they can recoup the up-front costs for a natural-gas bus (e.g., $30,000 to $40,000 per bus) incrementally through the lower operating and maintenance costs of the new buses.  Natural gas buses, for example, require fewer oil changes than do diesel buses. We also need to recognize that exposing our children to potentially harmful levels of diesel exhaust results in increased health care costs.  

Q:

Just how dangerous are these levels of diesel exhaust? What does



it really mean in terms of the health threat to children?

A:
Diesel exhaust has well-known, serious health effects. Numerous studies have shown that diesel can cause cancer in humans. Newer research now shows other respiratory effects from diesel exhaust, including a link with asthma. Children are more susceptible than adults to these health effects. Children breathe faster, have lungs that are less able to deal with toxic exposures and have many years ahead of them to develop chronic health effects from exposures early in life. As a result, it makes sense to avoid exposing children unnecessarily to diesel exhaust.

Q:

Is it true that there are no separate health standards for children



on what is considered to be unhealthful exposure to diesel exhaust?



Surely, children can’t tolerate the same exposure to a toxic substance that



an adult can? 

A:
Children are more sensitive to environmental hazards than adults. It makes sense that a truck driver can tolerate more diesel exhaust than a young child. Unfortunately, government standards for diesel exhaust do not account for a child’s particular susceptibility. Although we calculated cancer risks using a child’s breathing rate, we were unable to fully account for children’s susceptibility, because we used the government cancer risks for adults. This means that the true cancer risk to children from these exposures could be higher than our calculations reflect.

Q:

What about this new “green diesel” we’ve been hearing about?



Is that a safe alternative to the older diesel school buses?

“Green” diesel is an improvement over existing diesel technology, but still remains dirtier than alternative-fuel technologies. Most importantly, “green” diesel technology has not been proven to sufficiently reduce the cancer risk associated with diesel emissions and, in turn, there is no assurance that these buses afford adequate protection to our children. In addition, “green” diesel technology has not yet been certified by any regulatory agency; once certified, it will not be an option for most school districts until at least 2006, due to the unavailability of low-sulfur diesel fuel (which is necessary for the proper operation of “green” diesel technology). It is also important to remember that as diesel engines advance, so will alternative fuel technologies. Alternative fuel technologies use inherently cleaner-burning, lower-carbon fuels and will therefore continue to hold their low emissions advantage over diesel technologies in the future.  
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