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The Importance of Rural Living and Sex in

Exposure to Biomass Smoke�

Importancia de la  ruralidad y el  género en la exposición al humo
de combustión de  biomasa

To the Editor,

We  would like to  thank Golpe et al. for their comments on our

study on the distribution of additional COPD risk factors other than

smoking in Spain.1 The authors have hit the mark with some of

their remarks on the methodology used in the original article.2

It is important to place our findings in  the context of a  retro-

spective cohort study, with all the noise inherent to this type of

design. In the original study, we analyzed the factors associated

with exposure to any toxin in  addition to  tobacco, but we did

not make a separate detailed analysis of exposure to  smoke from

biomass combustion. We  agree with the suggestion that our  fig-

ures probably underestimated the prevalence of exposure to smoke

from biomass combustion, and that rural living and sex are 2 fac-

tors that can potentially increase exposure to smoke from biomass

combustion.

Regarding rural living, the On-Sint study classified participating

centers according to their catchment area as rural (5000 inhabi-

tants), semiurban (5000–19 999 inhabitants) and urban (≥20 000

inhabitants). Only 9.3% of the overall cohort stated that they lived

in a rural area, and 15.4% in a semiurban area. When we analyzed

the association between these groups and exposure to smoke from

biomass combustion, we  found a significantly higher percentage

(P=.001) of exposed cases in rural environments (7.9%), compared

to  semiurban (4.8%) and urban (1.8%) areas. Curiously, a  similar

distribution of occupational exposure was also observed.

As for distribution by  sex, we  found a  higher proportion of

exposure to smoke from biomass combustion among men  (3.0%)

compared to women (1.2%), and this was maintained in all regions

of the country, except Catalonia, where the ratio was  inversed.

These data confirm the findings of the original study, i.e., the asso-

ciation of male sex with exposure to any other factor in addition to

tobacco in general, and to biomass smoke exclusively.

Despite the significance of occupational exposure and expo-

sure  to smoke from the combustion of biomass in  COPD, there are

2 reasons why evaluation of these factors together will be  chal-

lenging. Firstly, this circumstance is  not given enough weight in

routine history-taking.3 Despite the synergic effect of both  expo-

sures (tobacco and biomass or tobacco and occupational exposure),
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in our opinion, the cases in  which this double exposure is  evalu-

ated are  so few as to be almost anecdotal. Secondly, there is  no

consensus on how to quantify accumulated exposure. Fortunately,

initiatives aimed at improving methods of estimating this exposure

are  beginning to emerge.4 As our  understanding of the different risk

factors for the development of chronic bronchial diseases advances,

it is of enormous importance for respiratory medicine specialists to

start routinely evaluating occupational exposure and exposure to

smoke from biomass combustion in  all  patients in order to provide

the most precise and personalized medical care possible.
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