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OR TOXIC SUBSTANCES
AND DISEASE REGISTRY

Odors:

An odor is a chemical in the air that is
“smelled” or sensed by our nose. Odors,
also called smells, can be both pleasant and
unpleasant. Arkansas’s Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR)
program is often asked to evaluate whether
or not the smell of odors from chemicals
will make you sick. Odors can alert peo-
ple that something may be harmful, but
generally you can smell many chemicals
before they are at levels that are harm-
ful to your health.

Sources of environmental odors:
Many products and activities in our daily
lives produce odors. For instance, the
foods we eat, our cleaning supplies, paints,
carpet, gasoline, gardens, air fresheners,
cut grass, etc. all have odors.

Environmental odor sources include:

e agricultural (fertilizers and pesticides)
e animal farms

e chemical facilities

o food processing plants

e landfills

e gas stations

o wastewater treatment facilities

e wood treatment plants

Can odors cause health problems?

Yes, certain groups of chemicals that produce
odors may be harmful and can cause

health problems. Some of these harmful chemicals
are controlled by the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) under the Clean Air Act. Other en-
vironmental chemical odors may not be controlled
under the Clean Air Act; making it hard to deal
with and/or to enforce odor-type complaints. Just
because something smells bad does not mean it is
harmful (example: rotten eggs). On the other hand,
some dangerous chemicals can have a mild or
sweet odor (benzene) or no odor at all (like carbon
monoxide).

Getting sick from chemical odors will depend on
what you are exposed to; how much you were ex-
posed to (dose); how long you were exposed
(duration); how often you were exposed
(frequency) and how sensitive you are to the odor.

Sensitive populations include young children,
pregnant women, the elderly and people with seri-
ous health problems. Some examples of people
with serious health problems include persons with
asthma, emphysema and other respiratory dis-
eases; persons with Chronic Obstructive Pulmo-
nary Disease (COPD); persons with depression,
persons who are very sensitive to chemicals or
have stress-related illness.




Odors and Your Health:

Pleasant odors:

Positive, happy mood

Easier to learn/work

Easier to sleep

More resistant to pain

Fewer headaches and stomach aches

Unpleasant odors:

Nausea, vomiting, diarrhea
Headaches, drowsiness, dizziness
Depression, mood changes

Increased anxiety

High blood pressure

Reduced physical energy
Compromised immune system
Asthma attacks in people with asthma
Coughing, wheezing

Aches and pains

Increased anger and stress levels
Muscular control problems, tiredness,
confusion

Eye irritation, scratchy throat

Conclusions:

It is hard to draw a line between an annoying
odor problem and a public health problem where
people are becoming sick in communities.

Each odor complaint or concern needs to be
considered separately since they may differ
widely in nature and severity. While some
chemical odors may not make you sick, the
odors themselves may be unpleasant and
produce discomfort and temporary health
symptoms. When odors create a lasting problem
it is a good idea to work with the environmental
source to try to reduce or eliminate the odors.

Odor facts:

In general:

Younger people are more sensitive to
odors than older people

Women are more sensitive to odors than
men

Non-smokers are more sensitive to odors
than smokers

People with an empty stomach are more
sensitive to odors than people who just
ate

People are more sensitive to odors in the
morning than during the evening

Odor concerns may be affected by other
respiratory environmental triggers, such
as: dust mites, animal dander, tobacco
smoke, outdoor air pollution, etc.

Where can I get more information?

Arkansas Department of Health
Phone: (501) 280-4147

Poison Control and Drug Information Center
Phone: (800) 222-1222

Arkansas Attorney General’s Office
Phone: (501) 682-2007

ATSDR

AGENCY FOR TOXIC SUBSTANCES
AND DISEASE REGISTRY

This fact sheet is funded, in part, by funds from
a cooperative agreement with the Agency for
Toxic Substances and Disease Registry. Infor-
mation for this fact sheet was adapted from the
Ohio Department of Health, the Arkansas
Department of Health, and the Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry.
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