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A recent study
found that Corexit
can harm human
lungs and marine
life.
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Big Oil Uses Toxic Chemicals to Clean Up
Spills. Will the Feds Finally Make Them Stop?
Five years ago, BP dumped nearly 2 million gallons of Corexit into the Gulf of Mexico.

Oil and dispersant in the Gulf of Mexico, a month after BP's Deepwater Horizon spill began

James Edward Bates/TNS/ZUMA

Five years ago this week, the Deepwater Horizon oil rig exploded, killing 11 workers and

setting off the worst oil spill in US history. The images are unforgettable: The Gulf of

Mexico on fire. Pelicans emerging from the water entirely covered in thick, black oil.

Planes flying overhead, spraying more than a million gallons of an oil-dispersing chemical

called Corexit in an attempt to control the spill.

Fast forward five years, and dispersants like Corexit are at the center of a growing

political battle, as scientists and policymakers raise questions about their potential to

harm the environment, wildlife, and human health. Right now in Washington, DC, the

Environmental Protection Agency is developing new rules governing dispersant use—rules

many experts worry won't go nearly far enough to protect the public and natural

resources. On Tuesday, Rep. Jerrold Nadler (D-N.Y.), introduced legislation to

temporarily ban dispersants until more tests are done to guarantee their safety.

Corexit is a go-to product for energy companies like BP

when they're dealing with massive spills. Dispersants don't

actually get rid of oil. But by breaking the oil up and

submerging it in the water column, the chemicals make it

easier for microbes to consume the oil. At least in theory.

These days, some scientists are raising questions about

how effective the 1.8 million gallons of Corexit dumped

into the Gulf really was in achieving this. Dispersants have
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other benefits for oil companies, though. By moving oil out of sight, they quell public

fears, facilitate PR, stabilize stock prices, and—potentially— help the polluters avoid stiff

fines.

But all that Corexit may have done significant damage in the Gulf. One 2012 study

(http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0269749112004344) found that in laboratory

tests, mixtures of Corexit and oil were up to 52 times more toxic

(http://www.motherjones.com/blue-marble/2012/12/chemical-dispersant-made-bps-gulf-oilspill-52-

times-more-toxic) to microscopic animals known as rotifers than oil alone. Several leading

scientists believe that the use of dispersants contributed to the environmental

catastrophe that occurred throughout the Gulf, including the destruction of coral reefs.

Studies have found that dispersants—as well as dispersant/oil mixtures—are more

deadly to coral and coral larvae than oil by itself. A new report

(http://whistleblower.org/sites/default/files/GAP%20Addendum%20Report%20Final.pdf) from the

Government Accountability Project, a national whistleblower organization, describes the

damage to Gulf coral as "arguably the most devastating and revealing of impacts

documented in the five years since the BP spill." This is particularly significant because

coral reefs form a natural barrier against hurricanes and provide a habitat for thousands

of marine species.

There may be risks for humans, too. A 2013 study (http://www.amjmed.com/article/S0002-

9343(13)00494-4/fulltext) in the American Journal of Medicine found that "clean-up workers

exposed to the oil spill and dispersant experienced significantly altered blood profiles, liver

enzymes, and somatic symptoms." The researchers cautioned that their study did not

establish what caused these symptoms, but they speculated that "the effect of the oil

dispersant may have contributed" to their findings. In an email, a BP spokesman

countered that this study has "numerous flaws," including that the participants classified

in the study as "exposed" to the spill and dispersant had been referred for evaluation by

legal counsel.* (#correction) The same journal subsequently published

(http://www.amjmed.com/article/S0002-9343(13)00968-6/fulltext) two criticisms

(http://www.amjmed.com/article/S0002-9343(14)00025-4/fulltext) of the study, one of which

stated that "both groups in their study, unexposed and exposed, have clinical biomarker

values for both liver function and blood profiles that essentially fall within the normal

ranges for healthy adult individuals."

A 2015 study (http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0122275) by

University of Alabama at Birmingham researchers that was published in the journal PLOS

ONE (http://www.motherjones.com/media/2013/09/michael-eisen-plos-open-access-aaron-swartz)

concluded that Corexit can harm human lungs and marine life. The researchers found

that Corexit exposure can damage tissue and suggested that it may "exacerbate the

symptoms caused by pre-existing respiratory illnesses such as asthma."

"There were some 48,000 workers involved in the cleanup operations, and it is possible

that workers were exposed to Corexit via inhalation," said Dr. Veena Anthony, the

study's senior author, in a press release (http://www.uab.edu/news/innovation/item/5923-uab-
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