Your new Tata (or new car) may be killing you

The essence of this article had been submitted to a number of mainstream newspapers, who although initially expressed interest in the issue, just never thought it worth publishing. One of the newspapers, after receiving the article asked their environmental reporter to write about how the motor car manufacturers are supposedly at the forefront of the battle for reduced Sulphur content in fuel (http://www.motoring.co.za/index.php?fSectionId=753&fArticleId=4601786). This supposed progressive role of the motor manufacturers is contradicted by reality. George Monbiot, for example, writes extensively how the motor manufacturers together with the oil barons have continually stymied developments of solar-powered cars as well as the development of power from renewable energy sources. 

There is growing anecdotal evidence in South Africa that emissions from catalytic converters is associated with respiratory disease such as asthma. Despite significant increase in deaths from asthma in recent years, institutions such as the University of Cape Town, UCT, claim they do not have the resources to research the area of the link between Platinum group metal particles and hydrogen sulphide emissions from catalytic converters, and respiratory disease. With their lung institute being named after a capitalist pharmaceutical giant, Boerhinger Ingelheim, this is not surprising. Given Anglo Amercan’s huge funding of UCT and their huge interests in Platinum mining, this is also not surprising. (The biggest use of Platinum internationally is for catalytic converters). Given the massive problems that the motor industry is facing, the publication of the article would negatively impact on already greatly reduced sales. The vested interests of monopoly dictate that silence on the matter is the best solution, even if many people may have their health affected by toxic emissions from their products, after all, the bottom line of profits are more important than the health of mere people.

When motor companies like Tata are confronted by angry customers complaining over the bad smell from the exhaust fumes they ‘sympathise’ but  claim their vehicles comply with SABS and Euro standards. 

The problem with the Euro 2 standard (accepted by the SABS) is that is does not measure Sulphur or Platinum particle emissions. The Euro 2 standard measures levels of hydrocarbons, Carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide and nitrogen oxide emissions. 

There is a growing body of evidence that emissions of particles of Platinum group metals (used in catalytic converters in all new cars for the past 5 years in South Africa), is associated with breaking down of Vitamin C and NADH (an essential nucleotide), necessary for the normal functioning of the body. The emissions of Platinum group metal particles from catalytic converters are thus directly associated with undermining the immune system. Such for example, are the findings of Claudio Botre and Alessandro Alimonti, Italian scientists. The University of Notre Dame has also found evidence linking an increase in allergies and asthma with emissions of Platinum Group metal particle from catalytic converters introduced in the US 32 years ago. 

As if this was not bad enough, the use of Platinum group metals in catalytic converters cause a toxic by-product, Hydrogen Sulphide. This H2S compound may be detected by the acute smell of rotten eggs or onions associated with the exhaust fumes from the Tata or any new vehicle. The Tata salespeople admit that the Tata does have a worse smell than other new vehicles, although they all have it. A recent study of Dr Sheldon Roth and Verona Goodwin into the health effects of Hydrogen Sulphide confirm that its impact include disruption of mucosal layers, undermining immunity, retarding tissue repair capability, increased cough and nasal symptoms, upper respiratory tract infections, persistent cough, persistent phlegm, wheezing, reduced pulmonary function, impaired enzymatic systems. Animal studies reveal sensory neuron loss and impaired ability to learn and relearn. They even raise the pertinent question as to whether Hydrogen Sulphide could be regarded as a cumulative poison. In other words, apparently small doses, over time, could add up and have a deleterious effect. Indeed they make the strong case that indeed it is a strong contender for being classified as such. Hydrogen Sulphide bonds with the metals that exist within the body’s enzyme sites, impairing they ability to function. Some of the bonds formed by Hydrogen Sulphide are not reversible. This means that over time the normal functioning of the body could be compromised. This also begs the question as to whether there is a safe level of these Sulphide emissions. The World Health Organization puts a guideline of exposure of 5 parts per billion over 30 minutes.  Nobody has bothered to check the level of exposure of motorists and pedestrians to Hydrogen Sulphide. Mazda claims to be leading the way to move away from Platinum group metal catalytic converters but no-one has yet come up with converters that have zero-Platinum and zero-Hydrogen Sulphide emissions. 

The deleterious effects of Hydrogen Sulphide have been known for decades (at least since 1923). It raises the question of the role of the monopolies in controlling research, how a multi-billion dollar industry (Platinum-based catalytic converters and related mining) can arise on the full knowledge that its products are harmful to human health. Such is the barbarism of modern capitalism. The concerns raised by Green Left Weekly in their 1995 article on toxic by-products of oil, are vindicated. 

In the light of the recent increase in the number of deaths from respiratory disease, Workers International Vanguard League demands that adequate funds be made available on an international basis to research the effects of the emissions from catalytic converters. This could be funded through increased taxes on Platinum mining companies as well as on all the motor manufacturers. 
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