
SOMETHING 

The man breathing garlic fumes or 
blowing acrid cigar smoke in a crowded 
waiting room may be causing a minor 
annoyance but he forms part of an increas
ingly important problem of urban living: 
odour nuisance . Air pollution caused by 
odours or odoriferous substances has been 
demanding increasing attention from the 
hygienist as a phenomenon with a strong 
bearing on the quality and comfort of life 
in cities and possibly on human health. 
The magnitude of the problem may vary 
according to the nature of the substance 
or the manner of emission of the smell and 
its intensity, but often the problem is a real 
one and does not offer easy solutions. 

Take for instance a middle-sized town
ship located downwind from a source of 
odour such as a paper pulp factory using 
the kraft process, a rayon factory, a factory 
making gelatin from bones or a fishmeal 
plant, and we may well imagine the plight 
of the inhabitants. The complexity of the 
problem becomes obvious when it is 
realized that the township is economically 
dependent on its industrial section. Money 
may have no smell once it's in your wallet, 
but the paper manufacturing process does 
smell indeed. 

In fact, even in non-industrial towns one 
is likely to be assailed by odours of varying 
degrees of unpleasantness from such 
sources as coffee-roasting works, chocolate 
factories, fish markets, slaughterhouses, 
rubbish dumps or workshops where spray
painting or varnishing is carried on. The 
nuisance caused is determined largely by 
the nature of the product since the traces 
of some elements tend to disappear more 
rapidly while those of others linger on in 
the air. 

The most commonly met smells are 
sporadic, emanate from a known source 
or point and can be easily distinguished by 
most people. There are others, however, 
which pervade the air all the time. Their 
origin is diffuse or supposed to be so, and 
the inhabitants are so used to them that 
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they have no sense of discomfort. They 
become sharply aware of what they have 
been breathing all along only sometimes, as 
on a return from foreign trip or from a 
holiday in the mountains or at the seaside. 

Many examples of these continuous all
pervading smells can be found in the cities 
of Europe. In Czechoslovakia one finds the 
characteristic ambient smell resulting from 
the use of a certain quality of lignite for 
domestic heating. Many heavily populated 
steel towns in western Europe have a subtle 
and unique odour produced by mixed 
vapours of coal tar, hydrogen sulphide and 
sulphur dioxide. Paris has its characteristic 
smell of the metro and Venice of the 
canals. In the Netherlands, many villages 
are impregnated by the smell of sewage 
aeration because of the topography of the 
lowlands and the system of sewage dis
posal practised in the country. This is a 
problem akin to that of towns in certain 
developing countries where purification of 
sewage is carried out by spreading it over 
the soil. The United States furnishes many 
examples of the all-pervasive smell asso
ciated with the motor vehicle, particularly 
in winter, when the air in many towns 
carries the unmistakable- to the out
sider- odour of aliphatic aldehydes and 
hydrocarbons present in motor vehicle 
gases. These and various other odours may 
go completely unnoticed, even when they 
are aggravated by special weather condi
tions. For years, sometimes for gener
ations, the population has been used to 
them. It may be that continuous exposure 
to an odour dulls the sensitivity of the 
olfactory system, thus helping adaptation 
to the prevailing situation. 

What are the public health implications 
of the problem of odours? Obviously it is 
difficult to give a clear-cut answer or 
prescribe specific guidelines until better 
methods of estimating the quantity of 
odoriferous products in the ambient 
atmosphere are devised. The most sensitive 
odour-measuring apparatus at present 

available is the human nose. A proper 
scientific use of the instrument will entail 
standardization of the noses of groups of 
persons trained for odour measurement 
work. However, there are situations, which 
by reason of the nature of the odour 
emitted, its concentration and the duration 
of the emission, may easily be recognized 
as an attack on human health and well
being in the sense generally understood by 
WHO. One could mention such examples as 
acralein, produced during the curing of 
linseed-oil-bonded sand cores- an essen
tial process in the foundry industry; or the 
odour of hydrogen sulphide, a strong 
irritant simulating the smell of rotten eggs, 
released in the course of many industrial 
processes. With the development of the 
food processing industry, many authorities 
are becoming familiar with the problem of 
armine, the highly unpleasant smell asso
ciated with decaying fish. 

The main industries causing odour 
problems are kraft mills, oil refineries, 
mineral wool plants and several types of 
food processing installations. Consider
able progress has been made over the past 
several years in the control of odourous 
substances from pulp mills. Much more 
serious is the problem in areas where 
odours are emitted from so-called diffuse 
sources, which really means from a large 
number of leaking vents and tanks. The 
problem is compounded when several 
plants of the type are concentrated in an 
area. A notable example is the area 
adjoining Rotterdam where many oil 
refineries are located. The odour problem 
is so serious there that people living in the 
most exposed parts have begun to leave, 
causing serious economic loss to the com
munity. The problem, of course, is not 
being neglected and has resulted in the 
setting up of the world 's most expensive 
and advanced system for the study and 
control of odours. 

While these and similar problems are 
receiving due attention from industry and 



the authorities concerned, it must be 
admitted that there is a lack of objective 
information on the effects of odour on 
health. There is need for careful epidemio
logical studies to determine the long-term 
effects of persistent odours on the physical 
and mental health of communities exposed 
to them. 

Research on the physiology of the sense 
of smell has brought to light many details 
of practical value. We know more today 
about the capacity of the nose to discri
minate between different odours and their 
intensity, and the rapid fatigue of the sen
sory cells, which may go as far as a kind of 
anaesthesia. A good deal of the data in this 
field, however, is related to theories that 
are not fully confirmed and call for further 
research. 

Another aspect of research on the sub
ject lies mainly in the sphere of the psychol
ogist. It is well known that there are 
numerous personal factors of a psycho
logical nature that have a decisive bearing 

on odour perception and the individual's 
reaction to it. It has been shown that the 
sense of smell obeys deep-seated motiva
tions, acting sometimes through incom
prehensible associations. This is a pheno
menon with important practical implica
tions. For instance, in a dispute between 
the owner of an odour producing factory 
(the defendant), a citizen living near the 
factory (the plaintiff) and an outside 
expert called in as an arbitrator, it is 
probable that, with the same basic honesty 
and good faith, the three will express 
widely divergent views. The reason, of 
course, is that their personal motivations 
are quite different. Another factor that 
plays a part in different people reacting 
differently to the same smell is what is 
known in psychology as the masking 
effect, which makes a person oblivious of 
things to which he attaches no importance. 
Even in the case of physical reactions such 
as vomiting, headache or asthma directly 
associated with an odour, it is not easy to 

determine whether to ascribe the symp
toms to allergic reactions induced by the 
odour or to the psychological component. 
There is the question also of personality 
variability for it has been demonstrated 
that age, sex and race do have an influence 
on odour perception. Some people are 
hypersensitive to odours or to a particular 
odour. If the reaction of the most sensitive 
individual were taken as the basis for 
defining the concentration of the odori
ferous substance to be avoided- as is done 
in the case of particulate air pollutants- it 
would rule out so many important human 
activities as to render the solution utterly 
impracticable. 

While many examples can be given from 
industry of successful efforts to control 
odours, real progress in the field must 
await results of research aimed at develop
ing objective methods of measurement and 
at resolving many unanswered problems in 
the physiology and psychology of odour 
perception. • 
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