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Benzene

What is benzene?

Benzene is a colorless or light-yellow liquid
chemical at room temperature. It is used primarily
as a solvent in the chemical and pharmaceutical
industries, as a starting material and an
intermediate in the synthesis of numerous
chemicals, and in gasoline. Benzene is produced by
both natural and man-made processes. It is a
natural component of crude oil, which is the main

source of benzene produced today. Other natural Outdoor air contains low levels of

sources include gas emissions from volcanoes and benzene from gasoline fumes,

forest fires secondhand smoke, and other
sources.

How are people exposed to benzene?

People are exposed to benzene primarily by

breathing air that contains the chemical. Workers in

industries that produce or use benzene may be exposed to the highest levels of the chemical,
although federal and state regulations have reduced these exposures in recent decades.
Similarly, limits on the amount of benzene allowed in gasoline have contributed to reduced
exposures.

Mainstream cigarette smoke is another source of benzene exposure, accounting for about half
of the total U.S. population exposure to this chemical. Among smokers, 90 percent of benzene
exposures come from smoking. Benzene may also be found in glues, adhesives, cleaning
products, and paint strippers. Outdoor air contains low levels of benzene from secondhand
tobacco smoke, gasoline fumes, motor vehicle exhaust, and industrial emissions.

Which cancers are associated with exposure to benzene?

Exposure to benzene increases the risk of developing leukemia and other blood disorders.

How can exposure be reduced?
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Don't smoke and avoid exposure to secondhand tobacco smoke. Try to limit exposure to
gasoline fumes. For workers who may be exposed to benzene on the job, the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention has information about how you can protect yourself and what
to do if you are exposed.
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