
Below is a clear, evidence-based overview of the short- and long-term health effects of 
exposure to diesel fuel and diesel exhaust, specifically in military environments, where 
exposures can be more intense and more chronic than civilian settings. 

 

Military diesel exposures may involve: 

 

Diesel fuel (DF-1, DF-2, F-54/F-76 Navy fuel) 

1. Diesel exhaust from vehicles, generators, and armored platforms 
2. Burn pit smoke containing diesel byproducts 
3. Confined-space fumes during maintenance or transport 

 

SHORT-TERM (ACUTE) EFFECTS OF DIESEL EXPOSURE 

Exposure can occur through inhalation, skin contact, or accidental ingestion. 

1. Respiratory and airway irritation 

Common with close proximity to military vehicles or generators: 

• Coughing 
• Sore or irritated throat 
• Chest tightness 
• Burning sensation in nose and airways 
• Shortness of breath 
• Wheezing (especially in those with asthma) 

High exposure (e.g., in motor pools or enclosed tents with generators) may cause: 

• Acute bronchitis 
• Exacerbation of existing asthma 
• Dizziness and eye watering 

2. Neurological symptoms 

Both diesel fuel vapors and exhaust can produce CNS effects: 

• Headache 
• Fatigue 



• Lightheadedness 
• “Foggy” thinking or reduced concentration 
• Nausea 

These occur because diesel fuel contains hydrocarbons that act as mild anesthetic/solvent 
agents. 

 

3. Skin and eye irritation 

Diesel fuel is a strong irritant that disrupts skin oils: 

• Dermatitis (“fuel rash”) 
• Redness, dryness, cracking 
• Chemical burns with prolonged exposure 
• Eye irritation from contact or vapors 

Repeated unprotected contact (common during refueling or maintenance) worsens these 
symptoms. 

4. Gastrointestinal symptoms (if swallowed) 

Even small accidental ingestion (from siphoning, contamination): 

• Nausea, vomiting 
• Diarrhea 
• Severe risk of chemical pneumonia if aspirated into lungs 

(vomiting must not be induced) 

5. Odor-associated symptoms 

Strong diesel odor—common in enclosed vehicles or tents—can cause: 

• Nausea 
• Headache 
• Appetite loss 
• Aversion response 

 

LONG-TERM (CHRONIC) EFFECTS OF DIESEL EXPOSURE 



Military data (Army, VA, NATO) and large civilian studies show several well-documented 
risks. 

1. Chronic respiratory disease 

Long-term inhalation of diesel exhaust is strongly linked to: 

• Chronic cough 
• Chronic bronchitis 
• Decreased lung function (reduced FEV1) 
• Increased airway reactivity (asthma-like symptoms) 
• Higher susceptibility to respiratory infections 

 

Military personnel who work around vehicles, generators, or armored units experience 
higher exposure than civilians. 

 

2. Cancer risk 

Diesel exhaust is classified by the World Health Organization (IARC) as: 

 Group 1: Carcinogenic to Humans 

Long-term exposure is associated with increased risk of: 

• Lung cancer 
• Bladder cancer (less strong but documented) 

Risk rises with: 

• Enclosed-space exposure 
• Heavy vehicle maintenance work 
• Prolonged exposure in combat zones with poor ventilation 

Burn pits can significantly magnify cancer risk because they contain diesel byproducts plus 
toxic combustion compounds. 

3. Cardiovascular impacts 

Diesel particulate matter (PM2.5) is known to contribute to: 

• High blood pressure 
• Increased risk of heart disease 



• Arrhythmias in susceptible individuals 
• Systemic inflammation 

Military exposures can be higher due to proximity to vehicles and generators operating 
continuously. 

4. Neurological and cognitive effects 

Chronic exposure—especially in maintenance bays or engine rooms—may cause: 

• Memory difficulty 
• Slower cognitive processing 
• Sleep disruption 
• Chronic headaches 

Some of these effects are due to solvent-like properties of hydrocarbon vapors. 

5. Skin conditions 

• Repeated contact leads to: 
• Chronic dermatitis 
• Sensitization 

Increased susceptibility to skin infections due to barrier damage 

6. Liver and kidney effects 

Long-term absorption of hydrocarbons (through lungs or skin) can lead to: 

• Mild liver enzyme elevation 
• Kidney stress or dysfunction 

 
These effects are more strongly shown in animal studies but supported by observations in 
exposed workers. 

7. Immune and inflammatory changes 

• Long-term diesel particulate exposure can: 
• Increase systemic inflammation 
• Alter immune cell function 
• Exacerbate autoimmune conditions 

Burn pit exposures significantly magnify these risks. 

 



MILITARY POPULATIONS AT HIGHEST RISK 

• Vehicle mechanics and maintainers 
• Generator operators 
• Armored vehicle crews (Bradley, Abrams, MRAPs, etc.) 
• Aviation ground support crews 
• Personnel living near or working in burn pits 
• Troops in enclosed spaces with heaters or running engines 

 

These roles can experience diesel exposures far above average civilian levels. 

IF YOU’RE ASKING BECAUSE OF A SPECIFIC EXPOSURE… 

I can give a precise risk assessment if you tell me: 

• Was it fuel, exhaust, or burn pit smoke? 
• How long were you exposed? 
• Indoors or outdoors? 
• Did you have any burning in your chest, headaches, or dizziness? 
• Was this a one-time event or repeated over months/years? 


