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Gravel Roads and their Effects on Human 
Health 
July 27 th, 2023  

Section I: Introduction 
Gravel roads are a staple of many parts of the more rural United States, but the presence 

of road dust can cause a wide variety of health issues for humans, not to mention the 

environment. So, what is road dust? Road dust is a combination of particles which originate from 

dirt roads, containing silt, and dirt. The particles themselves have been most commonly referred 

to as being made up of elements like lead, rhodium, and bohrium, aluminum, zinc, vanadium, 

and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, all elements which are far from healthy to breathe in.  

Road dust has been found to unsurprisingly, have harmful effects on the human body, 

especially on the respiratory system. The health risks of dirt roads expand further than just the 

respiratory system and can even cause an increased risk factor for things like neurological 

problems and certain types of cancer.  

As scientists continue to study the effects of dirt roads on human and ecological health, 

we are finding more and more evidence to support the fact that these roads provide little benefit 

considering all of the damage that they can do, and many citizens are beginning to take action to 

try and reduce the number of dirt roads in their township, including right here in West Vincent.  

 

Section II: Respiratory and Eye Issues 
 There has long been a recorded history of respiratory issues caused by the presence of 

gravel roads, and it is the first problem that many citizens consider when they think about living 

in an area with this method of street-paving. According to a study conducted by the University of 

Yale, exposure to dust is associated with higher rates of hospitalization, specifically 

hospitalization related to cardiovascular and respiratory issues. This particular study found that 

certain types of airborne particles can be much more hazardous than others, and road dust was 

one of the three highest types of particulates rated for danger.  

 But what specific types of respiratory health problems should one keep an eye out for? 

Well, the inhalation of this type of particulate for such extended periods of time can cause a wide 

variety of negative effects on your respiratory system. These types of long-term dust inhalation 

are especially linked to problems like incessant coughing, lung cancers, and permanent 

breathing-efficiency issues.  

 Studies also conducted by the University of Yale have streamlined that the worst types of 

particulates can include heavy metals from combustion, de-icing agents, pollen, pesticides, and 

even asbestos from brake linings. It is clear that no one should be put into situations where these 

types of matter are able to enter their respiratory system and leaves little room for surprise at the 

health problems roads like these can cause.  

 This matter entering your respiratory system is not the only cause for concern, as 

particulate can also easily enter and irritate your eyes. As the aforementioned particles enter 

human (and animal) eyes, they can cause eye infections, severe itching, allergic reactions, and 

even permanent sight loss.  
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Section III: Neurological Effects and Cancers  
The possible effects of these gravel roads do not just end at what can be inhaled or come 

in contact with your eyes, as these types of dangerous particulate, once in your system, can cause 

devastating long-term health issues including cancers and neurological disorders. Studies by Yale 

University have found that there is a measurable increase in respiratory cancers in areas with 

high number of gravel or dirt roads. The same study also showed that neurological problems like 

memory loss were more heavily associated with gravel road regions.  
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