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Cutting oils and bladder cancer

Metal machinists, and particularly turners,
are heavily exposed to cutting oils. Early
case series (11) and recent epidemiologic
studies (9, 10) have shown marked excess
risks of scrotal cancer among turners and
other machinists. We wish to suggest in
this letter that machinists might have an
excess risk of bladder cancer as well.

Case-referent studies conducted in the
United States, England, Canada, Finland,
and Italy have been reported showing rela-
tive risks ranging from 1.5 to 5.0 for ma-
chinists and/or engineering fitters and engi-
neers. Relative risks were 4.0 (based on
four cases versus one expected in the Unit-
ed States) (5), 4.8 (based on 13 cases ex-
posed for 20 or more years and 4 surgical
referents in England) (1), 2.7 (in Canada,
95 % confidence limits 1.1-7.6) (7), 5.0
(based on five cases and one referent in
discordant pairs in Finland) (12), 1.5 (in
England, 95 % confidence limits 1.2-1.8,
the predominant category being repre-
sented by turners) (2), 2.7 [based on 11
cases (turners only) and 4 referents in dis-
cordant pairs in Italy; all started work be-
fore 1945] (13). Although these studies did
not control for smoking habits, the consist-
ency of the findings is remarkable.

In other available case-referent studies
(3, 14) occupational categories do not per-
mit the identification of machinists.

In addition a descriptive study of bladder
cancer mortality by local authority areas in
England has revealed higher mortality
rates in areas where a concentration of pre-
cision-engineering industries is present (6).

Cohort studies on metalworkers exposed
to oil mist are only partially informative
since the numbers are small and bladder
cancer is not reported separately for ma-
chinists. In the largest investigation six
bladder cancer deaths occurred versus
five expected (4). In another study three
bladder cancers were found among 11,040
person-years at risk (a finding suggesting
increased risk) (9). In a study on workers
exposed to an antirust oil two cases were

found among 78 females (an occurrence
much higher than expected) (8).

Aromatic amines are and have been used
as antioxidants in cutting oils (15). This use
gives biological plausibility to the pre-
sented hypothesis, which however re-
quires confirmation.
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