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Background and purpose: Previous results of the German part of the international bitumen cohort study showed a slightly elevated mortality from lung cancer and head and neck cancers for male workers exposed to bitumen. To identify additional cases of respiratory cancer, we extended the mortality follow-up by six years from 1999 to 2004.

Methods: Cause of mortality is currently determined by collection and analysis of death certificates. Standardized mortality ratios (SMR) and 95% confidence intervals were calculated based on average 1997 population reference data.

Results: The national part of the multicentric European bitumen cohort included approximately 11.000 German workers. 7.241 workers who fulfilled the inclusion criteria (being employed in the asphalt industry for at least 2 seasons) were included in the follow-up. Among the entire cohort, we observed a total amount of 42,498 person years. By 2004 an additional 332 (expected 303,2) cohort members had died (SMR = 1.10, 95% CI 0.98–1.22). The number of deaths from lung cancer was 38 (expected 28.14), and workers who had died from head and neck cancer amounted to n = 19 (expected 10.66). SMRs were 1.35; 95% CI 0.98–1.86 and 1.78; 95% CI 1.07–2.78, respectively. Significantly elevated SMRs were also found for liver cancers (2.60; 95% CI 1.24–5.45), cancer of the urinary bladder (SMR = 4.41; 95% CI 2.44–7.96) and all malignant tumours taken together (SMR = 1.26; 95% CI 1.05–1.50). The SMR for deaths related to accidents was also elevated (SMR = 1.40; 95% CI 0.995–1.97).

In the final analysis SMRs based on current reference data and stratified by potential exposure to bitumen or tar, will be presented. 

Conclusions: The follow-up confirmed previous results of an elevated cancer mortality for persons employed in the asphalt industry. However, the SMR for lung cancer during the follow-up was slightly diminished as compared to the results found in the original investigation (SMR = 1.64, 95% CI 1.24–2.14). Currently, a nested case-control study is under way to clarify potential reasons for the elevated SMRs, taking into account the workers’ smoking history, job biography outside the asphalt industry, and use of personal protective device when working with asphalt.
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