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The men who have had to work in compressed air on tunnelling projects in Great Britain over the last half a century have benefited considerably from a forum specifically devoted to their health and welfare. In the early nineteen-fifties, the Medical Research Council formed its Decompression Sickness Panel around Dr (later Sir William) Paton and Mr. (later Professor) Dennis Walder. On behalf of the MRC, these two scientists had been monitoring the acute health consequences of working in compressed air on the Tyne Pedestrian Tunnel and would publish their well-known report  `Compressed Air Illness' in 1954.

Although the Panel started with only four members there was a lot of `heavy air' work in the fifties and sixties and gradually the membership built up with civil engineers, contract doctors and, after the risk to bones was confirmed, several radiologists who became adept at recognising subtle changes on X-ray films.

By 1965 the Panel had amassed considerable expertise and research material and therefore, with assistance from both the Ciba Foundation and the Wellcome Trust, arranged an International Working Party on the Decompression of Compressed Air Workers in Civil Engineering. This was held in London and attracted 26 experts from as far afield as Hungary, Italy and Japan. The proceedings, edited by Ian McCallum and published by Oriel Press in 1967, are now hard to find [1]. By this time Dennis Walder had taken over as chairman of the Panel, and in the subsequent decade there was further expansion with the rapid increase in North Sea commercial diving activity in the search for oil.

In 1973 the first of three editions of CIRIA’s Report 44, the “Medical Code of Practice for work in compressed air” was published [2]. This had been drafted by the Panel and contained the now famous “Blackpool” decompression tables. 

By 1986 the Panel had grown to well over twenty members, meeting up to nine times a year. Some changes had to be made. One of these was that the Compressed Air Working Group (CAWG) was born, with former Panel secretary Dr Val Hempleman from the Royal Naval Physiological Laboratory (and the author of the Blackpool tables) in the chair. CAWG allowed those panel members who were so inclined to concentrate on tunnelling matters, and by the end of the nineteen-eighties, well after the last of the major hand dug road tunnelling contracts in compressed air had been completed (the Second Dartford Tunnel) with huge amounts of computerised Registry data, it seemed appropriate to consider another conference. There seemed to be sufficient interest to go ahead, and the International Conference on Engineering and Health in Compressed Air Work, took place at St Catherine's College in September 1992. This was a much larger event than the Ciba working party, attracting over a hundred delegates from around the globe. The Proceedings were published by Spon in 1994 [3].

The Group was still an MRC sub-committee at this time but eventually research priorities at MRC changed, and they decided that scarce resources should be concentrated in other areas. However, this was not the end, as sponsorship of the Compressed Air Working Group transferred to the British Tunnelling Society and now with Roy Slocombe in the Chair, CAWG continues to meet twice a year within the Institution of Civil Engineers in Westminster. 

In 2002, CAWG sponsored the 2nd international conference on “Engineering and health in compressed air work”. The Proceedings again provided a benchmark in knowledge and practice in the topic [4]. 

All members of the BTS are welcome to seek the advice of CAWG over issues associated with work in compressed air. 

	Members of the Compressed Air Working Group in 2006 



	R.T. Slocombe – Chairman
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	The updated list will be published shortly.
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