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1. Coccidioidomycosis (valley fever) 
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2. Aspergillosis and other fungal diseases 



Chao et al. 2012: “Aspergillus is consistently the most frequently recovered fungal genus in 
both Asian and African dust events. In our study, A. niger was specifically identified in dust 
events. A. niger is a ubiquitous species, usually isolated from soils, plant litter, plant 
rhizospheres, seeds, dried fruits and nuts. It is one of the most commonly reported fungi from 
food, indoor environments, and outdoor niches, occasionally causing aspergillosis in 
immunocompromised patients (Klich 2002; St-Germain and Summerbell 1996).”  
 
The New Mexico Office of Border Health is sponsoring a study in the border regions of New 
Mexico to assess Aspergillus  levels in soil and consider that aspergillus-caused respiratory 
infections may be under-reported. 
 
 There are reports that aspergillosis may be under-diagnosed as a cause of respiratory 
infections in persons inhaling desert dust: symptoms may vary. 

 
 Appears to be a higher incidence in areas of new construction around Las Cruces, etc., 
where desert soils are being broken up for  development. 

 



Conjunctivitis (pink-eye) known to be 
associated with fungi in Asian dust in 

Taiwan 
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3. Silicosis and crystalline silica 



E. Derbyshire, 2007: Ambio  36: 73- 77. 

 Most desert dust in the Southwest is comprised primarily of silica (silicon dioxide- 
quartz). 

 
 There is only one old (1970s) report tying silicosis in the Southwest possibly to dust 
storms. 

 
 There is some evidence that silicosis in residents of other parts of the world may be 
related to inhalation of dust. 

 
 Probably not a major concern for health effects of dust in our region. 

 
 



IS INHALATION OF 
CRYSTALLINE SILICA PER SE 
A HEALTH RISK? 

 
 Most desert dust in the Southwest 
is comprised primarily of silica (silicon 
dioxide- quartz). Quartz is a crystalline 
silica. 

 
 Some studies have suggested that 
exposure to silica dust is a risk factor 
for a number of auto-immune 
diseases, and also for lung cancer. 

 
 This assertion is still controversial 
and the actual risks are uncertain and 
much less proven (in my opinion)  than 
of other real risks to health from dust. 

 
 Certain crystalline silica minerals 
such as cristobalite are clearly posing a 
higher risk: but cristobalite is a rare 
mineral very uncommon in our dust 
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4. Hantavirus 



Hantavirus cardiopulmonary syndrome 

• Often fatal disease caused by exposure to the 
hantavirus 

•  “Sin nombre” hantavirus was originally 
identified in the Four Corners region 

• Carried by the deer mouse- Peromyscus 
maniculatus  

Transmission of the virus deposited 
in the droppings of the mouse can 
be facilitated during windy or dusty 
periods when the virus can get 
airborne and be inhaled.  
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4. Asthma and Bronchitis  
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Association of desert dust 
with respiratory disease such 
as asthma, bronchitis, sinus 
infections, pneumonia, etc. 
has been well established in 
the Caribbean; in Korea, 
Japan, and Taiwan; and in 
Australia. 

However, no studies had 
been done either with 
North American dust, or 
dust that has not 
travelled far from its 
source. 





The Paso Del Norte area- El Paso and Ciudad 
Juarez- is more dusty than Arizona, we average 
about 15 dust storm days per year: and they are 
longer lasting.  So these results may not hold here 
in Arizona. 



• Ciudad Juarez, Mexico 
Weeks when at least one dust storm happened had 8% more hospital admissions for 
asthma, respiratory infections, and pneumonia (combined) than weeks without a dust 
storm – although this was not statistically significant.  



• El Paso, Texas 
We found that hospital visits for both asthma and acute bronchitis were higher on 
dust storm days and immediately thereafter.  
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The population overall was 23% more likely to visit the hospital for acute bronchitis 
the day after a dust storm, and 33% more likely for children.  The effect was much 
stronger for women and girls.  
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Our peer-reviewed study was published last November. 

Adults covered by Medicaid and adults without health insurance had higher risks of 
hospitalization for asthma and acute bronchitis after dust events. 
 
Conclusions: Results suggest that there were respiratory health effects associated with 
dust events in El Paso, with stronger impacts among children and poor adults. Girls and 
boys with acute bronchitis were differentially sensitive to dust events. 



Other issues 

• Cardiovascular effects- heart disease/attacks? 

 



Other issues 
• Is Particulate matter per se a health hazard??? 

• Are desert dust events a natural event beyond 
the scope of USEPA PM standards? 

 



Potentially toxic metals such as lead, zinc and arsenic 
have been detected in individual dust samples. 



CONCLUSIONS 
• Dust storms certainly do appear to pose 

health risks beyond those just due to vehicular 
accidents, etc. 

• Respiratory problems, especially asthma and 
bronchitis, certainly do appear to become 
worse during and after dust storms, and 
certain populations are more sensitive. 

• “Valley fever,” aspergillosis, and other disease-
causing fungal pathogens can be transmitted 
in dust storms.  

• Other diseases: the jury is still out. 

 


