'," frontiers
in Public Health

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 28 August 2020
doi: 10.3389/fpubh.2020.00422

OPEN ACCESS

Edited by:
Manosij Ghosh,
KU Leuven, Belgium

Reviewed by:

Krishnan Sriram,

National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health (NIOSH),

United States

Evangelia Nena,

Department of Medicine, Democritus
University of Thrace, Greece

*Correspondence:
Karin Broberg
karin.broberg@ki.se

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to
Occupational Health and Safety,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Public Health

Received: 11 May 2020
Accepted: 13 July 2020
Published: 28 August 2020

Citation:

Gliga AR, Taj T, Wahlberg K, Lundh T,
Assarsson E, Hedmer M, Albin M and
Broberg K (2020) Exposure to Mild
Steel Welding and Changes in Serum
Proteins With Putative Neurological
Function—A Longitudinal Studly.
Front. Public Health 8:422.

doi: 10.3389/foubh.2020.00422

Check for
updates

Exposure to Mild Steel Welding and
Changes in Serum Proteins With
Putative Neurological Function—A
Longitudinal Study

Anda R. Gliga', Tahir Taj?, Karin Wahlberg?, Thomas Lundh?, Eva Assarsson?,
Maria Hedmer?, Maria Albin "2 and Karin Broberg "#*

" Institute of Environmental Medicine, Karolinska Institutet, Stockholm, Sweden, 2 Occupational and Environmental Medicine,
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Welders are exposed to high levels of metal particles, consisting mainly of iron
and manganese (Mn) oxide. Metal particles, especially those containing Mn can be
neurotoxic. In this exploratory study, we evaluated associations between welding and
expression of 87 putative neurology-related proteins in serum in a longitudinal approach.
The study cohort from southern Sweden included welders working with mild steel (n = 56)
and controls (n = 67), all male and non-smoking, which were sampled at two timepoints
(T1, T2) B-year apart. Observed associations in the longitudinal analysis (linear mixed
models) were further evaluated (linear regression models) in another cross-sectional
sample which included welders (n = 102) and controls (n = 89) who were sampled
only once (T1 or T2). The median respirable dust levels for welders after adjusting
for respiratory protection was at T1 0.6 (5-95 percentile: 0.2-4.2) and at T2 0.5
(0.1-1.8) mg/m3. The adjusted median respirable Mn concentration was at T2 0.049
mg/m3 (0.003-0.314) with a Spearman correlation between adjusted respirable dust
and respirable Mn of rg = 0.88. We identified five neurology-related proteins that were
differentially expressed in welders vs. controls in the longitudinal sample, of which one
(nicotinamide/nicotinic acid mononucleotide adenylyltransferase 1; NMNAT1) was also
differentially expressed in the cross-sectional sample. NMNAT1, an axon-protective
protein linked to Alzheimers disease, was upregulated in welders compared with controls
but no associations were discerned with degree of exposure (welders only: years welding,
respirable dust, cumulative exposure). However, we identified five additional proteins
that were associated with years welding (GCSF, EFNA4, CTSS, CLM6, VWC2; welders
only) both in the longitudinal and in the cross-sectional samples. We also observed
several neurology-related proteins that were associated with age and BMI. Our study
indicates that low-to-moderate exposure to welding fumes is associated with changes
in circulating levels of neurology-related proteins.
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Welding and Neurology Serum Proteins

frequency of alcohol intake and is stratified in 6 categories from every day to never.

FIGURE 2 | Heatmaps of the principal components (PC) that explain the variation in the study groups. Heatmaps were constructed using input data from linear
regression of association between the principal components of the data and the biological annotations. The influence of the biological annotations on the overall
variation is plotted in a heatmap based on the p-value of the association. Input data was the normalized protein expression values (on a log2-scale). “group” refers to
occupational group i.e., welders and controls; “residence” refers to current residence in large and small cities as compared with towns and countryside; “hobby
exposure” exposure to welding fumes, dust, engine exhaust or engine diesel during leisure activities; “country of birth” is categorized as Sweden or outside Sweden;
“education” is assigned to 5 categories for education from secondary school to university studies; “vegetables” frequency of intake of vegetables and is assigned to 8
categories from 3 per day or more to never; “fish” frequency is based on 7 categories from once per day or more to never; “physical activity” is based on 4 categories
from sedentary to intensive physical activity; “ever smoking” stands for current or previous smoking and is categorized as “yes” and “no”; “alcohol” stands for

age (Supplementary Table 7) of which 29 were significant in the
cross-sectional group (Supplementary Table 7).

DISCUSSION

In this exploratory study, we investigated the influence of welding
on levels of putative neurology-related serum proteins as a
proxy of exposure-related changes in the nervous system. We
found that welders exposed to respirable dust concentrations
below the current Swedish OEL (2.5 mg/m?®) show change
in serum levels of proteins related to neurological processes
and neurologic disease. We do not know if the observed
protein changes are related to exposure to Mn, particles

or other factors present in the occupational environment of
welders as we did not observe dose-response associations with
different measures of exposure to welding fumes. In addition,
we identified several proteins that are associated with age
and BMI.

We found that being a welder was associated with higher
serum levels of NMNATI in both longitudinal and cross-
sectional analyses. NAD+/NADH are key players in redox
reactions providing energy for metabolic reactions. Nicotinamide
mononucleotide is converted into NAD+ by NMNAT that
exists in 3 different isoforms. NMNATI is the nuclear form
(26) and is widely expressed in all tissues, including the brain
(www.proteinatlas.org). Further, NMNAT1 has a general role in
neuronal maintenance, it prevents axon degeneration and has
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FIGURE 3 | Variation of serum protein from the Olink neurology panel. (A) Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) estimated in linear mixed models including
occupational group, age, BMI as fixed factors, and individual as random factors. (B) Protein variance explained (R2,) by occupational group, age and BMI generated
from models including occupational group, age or BMI as fixed factors (one by one) and individual as random factors. Proteins are ordered according to the R?, of a
linear mixed model including occupational group, age and BMI as fixed factors and individual as random factors.
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TABLE 2 | Differentially expressed proteins in serum between welders and controls in the longitudinal study group (linear mixed models) and corresponding data for the

cross-sectional group (linear models).

Protein Linear Mixed Models (n = 246) Linear models (cross-sectional group) (n = 191)
R2, (%)? Beta (SE)° p° R? (%) Beta (SE)® pf
TNFRSF21 —0.112 (0.039) 0.004 4 —0.008 (0.037) 0.838
TMPRSS5 —0.171 (0.059) 0.004 -1 —0.033 (0.056) 0.554
NEP 10 0.257 (0.116) 0.027 10 —0.022 (0.102) 0.833
GDF8 0.185 (0.087) 0.033 5 0.066 (0.072) 0.365
NMNAT 0.256 (0.126) 0.043 7 0.28 (0.129) 0.032

SE, standard error; @Variance explained by fixed factors (group, age, body-mass index); Pregression coefficient from linear mixed models interpreted as standard deviation difference
in protein levels compared to controls, adjusted for age, body-mass index variables as fixed factors, and participant as random factors; °P-value from test of contribution of group
inclusion (welders and controls) to protein variance using an analysis of variance approach with Satterthwaite approximation for degrees of freedom (Bonferroni-adjusted threshold for
the p-value: 0.05/87 = 5.7*10~4); 9variance in protein levels explained by the linear model; ®regression coefficient from multivariable-adjusted linear models interpreted as standard
deviation difference in protein levels compared to controls adjusted for age, body-mass index; "p-value from the linear model to test the difference between welders and control.

been shown to protect neurons from reactive oxygen species
(26-28). Increased levels of NMNAT]1 in welders may therefore
reflect a protective response mechanism against the effects of
long-term neurotoxic exposures, such as from oxidative stress
(29) which has been associated with exposure to welding fumes
(30). Studies in a mice model of Alzheimer disease have linked
NMNATT1 to protection against Alzheimer disease (31, 32). There
are, to our knowledge, no reports linking exposure to welding
fumes to Alzheimer disease, and this needs to be explored
in future studies. We would like to note that NMNATI is
also associated with retinal function (33) and it is possible
that the association found in our study could be related to
exposure to UV radiation during welding. Exposure to UV
radiation during welding has been classified as carcinogenic to
humans (34).

In the dose-response analysis among welders only,
associations with other serum proteins were found. Respirable
dust was associated with increased expression of NBL1 (although
not significant in the cross-sectional analysis), a protein widely
expressed in the body and in blood expressed in T-cells
(proteinatlas.org). NBL1 was initially identified as a tumor
suppressor in a neuroblastoma cell line (35) and was later
found important for nervous system and bone development
(36). There is hitherto no relation described with NBL1 and
neurodegenerative diseases or with manganese or iron. Together
with the fact that the association with respirable dust was weak
in the cross-sectional group, suggest that the findings for NBL1
should be interpreted cautiously.

In the dose-response analysis among welders only, we
identified 5 proteins (GCSF, EFNA4, CTSS, CLM6, VWC2) that
were associated with welding years, both in longitudinal and
cross-sectional analyses. The respective proteins were negatively
associated with welding years and apart from CTSS they were
not associated with age. GCSF (granulocyte-colony stimulating
factor) is a growth factor that has neuroprotective effects (37)
and was shown to be expressed in lower levels in the brain of
individuals with neurodegenerative diseases such as Parkinson
disease and the rare degenerative disease multiple system atrophy
(38). EFNA4 (EphrinA4) belongs to the ephrin family of

proteins responsible for axonal guidance (39) and is involved
in modulation of neuronal regeneration after injury (40). CTSS
(cathepsin S) is a protease particularly expressed in the microglial
cells of the central nervous system and in vivo studies in mice
indicated CTSS upregulated with age and neuroinflammation
(41, 42). CLM6 (also known as CD300c) is a receptor found
on the surface of immune cells with yet an unclear function.
VWC2 (also known as the brorin) is expressed both in neural
tissues in embryos and in neurons in the adult mouse brain and is
involved in neurogenesis (43). In a recent study plasma EFNA4,
CLMS6, and VWC2 were negatively associated with general fluid
cognitive ability in old individuals, an association that appeared
to be mediated by brain volume (44).

Although the protein changes identified cannot be clearly
linked to Mn exposure of the welders, it should be noted
that the Mn levels in the welders were high in relation to
the current Swedish OEL, ie., 0.05 mg/m’. The median
value of the adjusted respirable Mn concentrations was close
to 0.05 mg/m® and half of the welders were assessed to be
exposed to Mn concentrations above the OEL. Further, it
should be noted that the measured unadjusted respirable Mn
concentrations did not decrease compared with measured
unadjusted concentrations reported in 2003-2005, i.e.,
0.08 mg/m> (11). Thus, the respirable Mn exposure levels
among welders in Sweden have not declined for the past
15 years although that the OEL has been reduced from
0.1 to 0.05 mg/m°.

Being exposed above the OEL of Mn could increase the
risk of adverse health effects on the nervous system in welders,
as suggested from our study, and further protective measures
should be taken. It is important that the general mechanical
ventilation at the workplace is efficient and that local exhaust
ventilation is available and used to reduce emissions at the
source. Exposure can further be efficiently reduced by use of
e.g., powered air purifying respirators, especially those with
double visors.

This is an exploratory study, but we performed a rather strict
analysis to identify proteins related to welding, by evaluating
the proteins both in a longitudinal cohort and a cross-sectional
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TABLE 3 | Differentially expressed proteins in serum in welders associated with exposure expressed as respirable dust (adjusted for personal respiratory protection
equipment), years welding and cumulative exposure in the longitudinal study group (linear mixed models) and corresponding data for the cross-sectional group (linear

models).

Protein Linear mixed models Linear models (cross-sectional group)

R2, (%)? Beta (SE)° p° R? (%)¢ Beta (SE)°® pf
Respirable dust (n = 84/96)
KYNU 20 0.188 (0.063) 0.003 16 0.068 (0.046) 0.139
CTSC 12 0.099 (0.041) 0.016 8 0.045 (0.033) 0.172
GFRa1 12 0.061 (0.027) 0.027 10 —0.024 (0.021) 0.244
NBL1 10 0.034 (0.016) 0.036 2 0.025 (0.013) 0.071
Years welding (n = 112/101)
GCSF 17 —0.025 (0.006) <0.001# 7 —0.018 (0.008) 0.023
CRTAM 16 —0.022 (0.007) 0.002 1 —0.005 (0.007) 0.490
ADAM23 27 —0.023 (0.009) 0.011 -1 —0.009 (0.008) 0.227
IL12 9 —0.024 (0.01) 0.013 9 0.007 (0.008) 0.395
EFNA4 9 —0.008 (0.003) 0.014 22 —0.008 (0.003) 0.016
LAIR2 5 —0.033 (0.014) 0.017 1 —0.024 (0.016) 0.141
CTSS 17 —0.009 (0.004) 0.025 15 —0.006 (0.003) 0.042
CLM1 5 —0.017 (0.008) 0.028 4 —0.001 (0.008) 0.854
CLM6 6 —0.007 (0.003) 0.030 12 —0.007 (0.003) 0.033
VWC2 7 —0.013 (0.006) 0.047 25 —0.02 (0.006) 0.001
GFRa1 10 —0.009 (0.005) 0.049 12 —0.006 (0.004) 0.118
Cumulative exposure (n = 84/95)
SCARB2 21 0.007 (0.002) 0.001 16 —0.001 (0.002) 0.635
LXN 14 0.004 (0.002) 0.008 0 (0.001) 0.820
PRTG 17 0.009 (0.003) 0.009 0(0.002) 0.981
MDGA1 7 0.014 (0.006) 0.013 -1 —0.002 (0.004) 0.681
CD38 9 0.009 (0.004) 0.017 —0.002 (0.002) 0.243
GCP5 18 0.014 (0.006) 0.020 —0.002 (0.004) 0.621
FcRL2 16 0.011 (0.005) 0.024 1 0 (0.003) 0.988
sFRP_3 19 0.013 (0.007) 0.050 -2 —0.001 (0.003) 0.771

SE, standard error; @Variance explained by fixed factors (respirable dust/years welding/cumulative exposure, age, body-mass index); Pregression coefficient from linear mixed models
interpreted as standard deviation difference in protein levels per respirable dust unit increase/numbers of years welding/cumulative exposure unit increase, adjusted for age, body-mass
index variables as fixed factors, and participant as random factors; °p-value from test of contribution of respirable dust/years welding/cumulative exposure to protein variance using an
analysis of variance approach with Satterthwaite approximation for degrees of freedom (Bonferroni-adjusted threshold for the p-value: 0.05/87 = 5.7*10~*); variance in protein levels
explained by the linear model; Pregression coefficient from linear mixed models interpreted as standard deviation difference in protein levels per respirable dust unit increase/numbers
of years welding/cumulative exposure unit increase, adjusted for age and body-mass index variables; 'p-value from the linear model to test the association with exposure variables
(respirable dust/years welding/cumulative exposure); *significant after adjustment for multiple testing (Bonferroni).

group. It should be noted that changes in protein levels in this
study were measured in serum and the relevance for processes
in the brain should be interpreted cautiously as we do not
know to which degree serum levels reflect expression levels in
more relevant tissues. Therefore, to evaluate their relevance, it
would be useful to measure the same proteins, e.g., NMNATI,
GCSF in other welding cohorts or in experimental studies of
welding fumes. Proteins that were associated with welding in
this study, if validated, could potentially function as biomarkers
of neurotoxic effects of exposure to welding fumes. This is
a longitudinal study, however, we acknowledge the limitation
of only having two sampling points. The limited number of
timepoints could overlook dynamic changes both in protein
expression and exposure to welding fumes. A weakness with the
study is that Mn exposure was not assessed at both timepoints,
although we had a strong correlation between Mn and respirable

dust at timepoint 2. Mn exposure is difficult to estimate by
measurements in biological samples, partly due to highly efficient
homeostatic mechanisms, and there is no validated biomarker for
Mn exposure.

All in all, our study indicates that low-to-moderate exposure
to welding fumes is associated with consistent changes in
circulating levels of neurology-related proteins, that might
be indicators of an increased risk for future disease. This
highlights the need to further reduce the exposure levels to
welding fumes.
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