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Confounding by tobacco smoking in determining reduced
lung cancer risk among World Trade Center responders
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The collapse of the World Trade Center (WTC) on
September 11, 2001, released a dense cloud of toxic dust and debris, exposing
thousands of responders to airborne carcinogens such as asbestos, heavy metals, and
concrete dust. Despite such exposure, lung cancer risk was reduced in WTC responders
compared to the general population, possibly because of negative confounding by
smoking.

We compared the prevalence of smoking in three cohorts of WTC responders
to that of the sex-adjusted New York State population and estimated smoking-adjusted
relative risks (RR) among responders.

The RR for the pooled cohort of WTC responders was 0.78; cohort-specific RRs
ranged from 0.61 to 0.83. These values explained 56% of the reduction in lung cancer
risk in the pooled cohort compared to NYS, cohort-specific estimates ranged from 55%
to 100%.

Our findings indicate that smoking prevalence alone accounts for some,
but not all, the reduced lung cancer mortality observed by comparing WTC responders
to NYS population.
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