
 

UN health agency: Fallen volcano ash a
health risk
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Smoke and steam hangs over the volcano under the Eyjafjallajokull glacier in
Iceland, early Thursday April 15, 2010, which has erupted for the second time in
less than a month, melting ice, shooting smoke and steam into the air and forcing
hundreds of people to flee rising floodwaters. Volcanic ash drifting across the
Atlantic forced the cancellation of flights in Britain and disrupted air traffic
across northern Europe, stranding thousands of passengers. Flights in and out of
London Heathrow, Europe's busiest airport, were halted, and the shutdowns and
cancellations spread to France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, Ireland,
Sweden, Finland and Switzerland. The volcano's smoke and ash poses a threat to
aircraft because it can affect visibility, and microscopic debris can get sucked
into airplane engines and can cause them to shut down.(AP Photo/Brynjar
Gaudi)

(AP) -- Europeans should try to stay indoors if ash from Iceland's
volcano starts settling, the World Health Organization warned Friday as
small amounts of ash fell in Iceland, Scotland and Norway.
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WHO spokesman David Epstein said the microscopic ash is potentially
dangerous for people when it starts to reach the Earth because inhaled
particles can enter the lungs and cause respiratory problems.

"We're very concerned about it," Epstein said. "These particles when
inhaled can reach the peripheral regions of ... the lungs and can cause
problems - especially for people with asthma or respiratory problems."

The Icelandic volcano that erupted Wednesday has sent an enormous
cloud of microscopic ash particles across northern Europe, grounding
aircraft across continent. It is drifting above 20,000 feet (6,000 meters),
high and invisible from the ground.

Epstein said for the most part the cloud remained high in the
atmosphere.

"But when they do settle ... we would recommend that people stay
indoors as much as possible," Epstein told reporters in Geneva.

Those who venture outside might want to consider a mask, he said,
adding that WHO doesn't fully understand the health risks associated
with the ash cloud and was trying to learn more. The agency is closely
monitoring the situation, he said.

British health officials appeared much less concerned, saying they expect
a "small fraction of the Icelandic volcanic plume" to reach ground level
in Britain on Friday night and Saturday morning. Low levels of sulfur
dioxide are expected in the cloud.

"It is important to stress that the concentration of particles which may
reach ground level is likely to be low and should not cause serious
harm," the country's Health Protection Agency said, adding that any
health effects from the ash cloud are likely to be short term.
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It said people may notice symptoms Friday evening such as itchy or
irritated eyes, a runny nose, sore throat or dry cough. It said if people
experience symptoms, notice a dusty haze in the air or smell the rotten
egg odor of sulfur outside, "they may wish to limit their activities
outdoors or return indoors."

People with existing respiratory conditions such as chronic bronchitis,
emphysema and asthma should have their inhalers or medications with
them, the agency added.

Epstein, at WHO, said there was no specific concentration threshold that
the ash cloud must have to make it a health risk.

"Any particular matter that is deposited (and) breathed into the lungs is
dangerous to people," he said. "It depends on how the particles are
suspended in the cloud and their density. We don't know that yet."

©2010 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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