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For Gulf Sea Life, A Fate Far Worse Than Death By Oil 
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I just returned from the Gulf of Mexico where I swam in oily water laden with orange sticky globs of chemical dispersant. As a marine toxicologist, what I witnessed was a surreal, sickening scenario that is worsening daily. The fact is, sea life in the Gulf is facing not only death by oil and its cancer-causing components. The addition of toxic chemical dispersants may be causing fish, seabirds, and dolphins to drown in their own blood.

In a rush to contain the massive oil spill in the Gulf, BP has released more than 700,000 gallons of its standard “industry-insider” COREXIT line of chemical dispersants into the Gulf. These dispersants are manufactured by Nalco, a company formed in the 1990s as part of Exxon Chemical. 
According to the US EPA, these products are far more toxic and less effective than some EPA – approved alternative dispersants. 

BP’s recently discontinued COREXIT 9527 dispersant contains 2-butoxyethanol, a chemical that ruptures red blood cells, causing hemolysis (bleeding) when ingested. After this dispersant was sprayed in 1989 to contain the oil spill caused by the Exxon Valdez in Alaska, workers suffered health problems including blood in their urine, and liver and kidney disorders. 

Its replacement, COREXIT 9500, contains petroleum solvents and other components that are bioaccumulative and cause chemical pneumonia if aspirated into the lungs. 

While chemical dispersants may keep some oil from coming ashore, the real problem lies in the ocean itself. 
Dispersants break up the oil into smaller pieces that sink in the water column, forming “bite size” packages of poison all the way to the sea floor. At the base of the food web, phytoplankton, zooplankton, and tiny shrimps are under oily siege. Also highly exposed are planktivorous fish such as herring as they feed with gaping mouths on a brown pudding of death. It’s not only the acute effects that are worrisome, or the loss of vital niches in the food web. Combined with the dispersants, the long-term effects of the oil will be far worse, especially for top predators such as tuna, sea turtles, sharks, and dolphins. 
It is death in the ocean from the top to the bottom. 

Last week, BP brazenly refused to switch to less toxic, more effective EPA-approved dispersants. Dispersit, a competitor of COREXIT 9500, is twice as effective on LA crude and about a third as toxic. Dispersit and Sea Brat #4 are water-based, highly biodegradable dispersants while COREXIT 9500 contains petroleum-based solvents and bioaccumulates in food webs. BP claims it does not have sufficient stockpiles of the safer dispersants for immediate use.
The truth is, none of the chemical dispersants is without risk and should not be used on a massive scale. Unless stopped, BP plans to release another 800,000 gallons or more of COREXIT into the fragile Gulf ecosystem. The need for regulatory control of the reckless use of toxic chemicals in the US has never been greater. 
BPs unprecedented application of COREXIT dispersants in the Gulf must be halted and the damage monitored for at least the next 12 months or more to determine immediate and long-term impacts to marine life. This monitoring effort should be funded by BP and results be transparent and available to the public. 
The US EPA and NOAA need to take a strong stand to prevent further release of toxic chemical dispersants to the Gulf for even one more day, one more hour. Hundreds of thousands, possibly millions of marine lives are at stake.

