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Basic Options

• All response tools 
have limitations and 
trade-offs

• All have health and 
safety implications 
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Changing the fate of the oil
• May be able to protect highly sensitive species and 

locations.

• Helps responders choose where the impacts are felt.

• Human impacts locations change too

Safety of Responders
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Human Health?

“Although all seven fishermen 
were hospitalized on the same 
day, we found that their 
symptoms could not be linked to 
the chemical dispersant… The 
seven fishermen worked on five 
different vessels, none of which 
were operating in the area of 
dispersant use.”
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What are the risks for workers, public, 
and subsistence users? 

Current evidence 
suggests minimal direct 
toxicity risks

Limited studies have 
been conducted to 
assess acute and 
chronic human health 
impacts
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Possible Exposure Pathways

• Occupational and non-occupational

• Shorelines and Offshore

• Routes include inhalation, dermal absorption and 
ingestion. 

• Offshore workers did come in contact with dispersants 
and oil

• Occupational exposures can be minimized by the 
appropriate use of personal protective equipment (PPE).

Uncertainties

• Hard to study in field conditions

• Limited epidemiological studies

• Baseline health status of workers unknown

• Conditions varied across region and job type and over 
time

• Hard to tease out oil versus dispersant versus other 
stressors:

– physical stress, heat stress, psychosocial stress, 
ergonomic and other injury hazards; and pre-existing 
personal health risk factors. 
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Toxicity

• MSDS for dispersants warns against frequents and 
prolonged exposure to skin and inhalation risks

• Skin irritation and possible blood and kidneys

• Crude oil can cause similar conditions
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Uncertainties

• Key chemicals are common in other products, so 
exposure hard to pinpoint

• Oils are complex mixtures with thousands of 
incompletely defined compounds

• Few long term studies

• But non-human studies raise concerns

– endocrine disruption, reproductive failures, immune 
suppression and impaired cardiac development

– But are they realistic doses?
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Food security and seafood safety

• Biggest concern is for subsistence users, who by 
definition get a large part of their diet from a highly 
localized source

• Sensitive subgroups in Gulf 

– (e.g., Vietnamese-American community)

• PAHs persists longer in molluscan shellfish versus finfish 
(weeks to months rather than days to weeks)

• Dispersant constituents did not accumulate in fish and 
shellfish tissues

• There is a risk from not consuming seafood if the diet 
shifts to less wholesome items
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Uncertainties

• Bioaccumulation and depurations not well know for 
species and different species.

• Trade-off of more oil in coastal environments and 
possibly persisting for decades

• Humans are less willing to accept involuntary risk than 
voluntary risk (e.g., oiled fish vs. smoked fish)

• Risk communication is challenging
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General conclusions

• None of the 6,000 water samples containing oil-
dispersant exceeded EPA benchmarks for protection of 
human health

• None of the seafood testing found levels of human health 
concern 

• “Although individuals directly handling dispersants or in 
the immediate area of dispersant applications during 
DWH may have been at greater risk of exposure and 
adverse effects than the general population, any adverse 
effects were expected to be mild”
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Gulf Long Term Follow-Up Study


