
HEXANE [n-hexane]

The chemical n-hexane is well documented to be toxic to the peripheral nervous system
 
 and can also damage brain function.1,2  Symptoms include dizziness, weakness, poor coordination,1,2 headache, nausea, muscle cramping.2   Combined exposures with other chemicals, including ketones, produces greater neurotoxicity.1 It can also alter immune function by reducing immunoglobulin,1 and can damage the protective coating on nerves (myelin),1,2,
 and is an irritant to the respiratory system.1, 3    Reduced ability to receive sensory input, such as vibration perception, numbness, pin pick, touch, etc can also occur.2   With loss of nerve function, muscle atrophy can occur.2   When cranial nerves are affected, reduced function can include facial numbness, visual changes, etc.2  

Hexane is metabolized in the liver by the cytochrome P4SO system.2,3  It is then broken down to 2-hexanol, which can be converted to methyl butyl ketone and 2-5 hexanediol.3  At exposure levels above about 1 ppm, it begins to increase in body levels (“body content of hexane”).3
Humans exposed occupationally can develop reduced nerve conduction velocity.3  Damage to peripheral nerves has been verified by many studies using testing and sometimes biopsy.3 Damage to nerves extending directly from the brain (cranial nerves) has been documented to involve the nerve of vision (using visual evoked potentials and electroretinography), indicating changes in brain function.3  Other tests of electrical function in the brain have shown abnormalities in hexane-exposed workers.3  Autonomic nerve function changes have also been reported with occupational exposure.3
Neurologic/brain symptoms reported in n-hexane exposed workers include headache
,
  irritability4, insomnia,4, dizziness5, confusion5.  Brain and neurologic effects can be persistent after end of exposure.4  n-hexane, due to its neurotoxic properties, has been recommended as a substance to be eliminated, with safer substitutes used instead.
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