
Alaskan Oil Spill: Yealth 
Risks Uncovered 
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risk of cancer or other organ damage. 
But no one knows for sure how serious 

the risk, because little funding is available to 
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San Diego last week, and cleanup crews 
continued their work in Prince William 
Sound, a troubling question was being 
raised by toxicologists and health officials 
meeting in Seattle to discuss the effects of 
the worst oil-tanker spill in U.S. history: 
with all the attention being paid to the 
disaster's effects on marine mammals and 
their environs, were the risks to humans 
being ignored? 

somi say that the answer is yes. Scientists 
at the 28 to 30 July meeting-the first major 
symposium to discuss human effects of the 
spill-pointed out that crude oil and mam- 
mals don't mix. And sea otters weren't the 
only mammals bathed in Alaskan crude. 
Another species at risk from exposure to oil 
was cleanup workers. 

In the days immediately following the 
spill, containment boom handlers worked 

Ringen, director of the Laborers National 
Health and Safety Fund. 

Just how dangerous is oil? Skin contact 
can cause acute dermatitis. And necropsies 
on dead otters revealed severe emphysema- 
presumably from breathing the fumes of the 
freshly spilled oil-as well as liver, kidney, 
intestinal, adrenal, and bone marrow abnor- 
malities, similar to damage previously found 
in studies of laboratory rats. 

The good news is that the highly toxic 
components-the polycyclic aromatic com- 
pounds--evaporated from the spilled oil 
within several days. Once the aromatic com- 
pounds are gone, "crude has a relatively low 
carcinogenic potential," concluded Roger 
Florky of Exxon. But that won't help work- 
ers who plunged into oily waters early on. 

And it is little solace to the 1000 or so 
native Alaskans who live in heavilv oiled 
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the native villagers, wnose lirmtea nsnlng 
grounds have in some cases been heavily 
oiled. When the villagers ask about eating 
the fish, the FDA officials have been telling 
them that if the fish smells, looks, and tastes 
all right, it is probably safe to eat. The 
discrepancv between the zero tolerance pro- 
gram and that advice "has some racial over- 
tones," said Thomas Nighswander of the 
Alaska Area Native ~ e a l t h  Service. 

"The money for funding [studies of the 
subsistence catch] is totally inadequate," 
said Robert Wolfe, of the Alaska Depart- 
ment of Fish and Game. "Nobody in the 
state gives a damn." 

John French, a biologist at the University 
of Alaska at Kodiak, began analyses of pe- 
troleum levels in fish from contaminated as 
well as clean waters, an effort that could have 

for davs at a stretch in the same oil-soaked I areas. Oil comDonents mav be present at I addressed some of the native Alaskans' con- 

were still I 
umes CON 

er of clea . . 

he protect 
I low pri, 

clothes, literally up to their elbows in crude. 
At that time the most toxic volatile compo- 
nents ,resent in the fresh oil and in 
the fi ling off the slick. As the 
numb tnup workers grew to the 
thousands, demand for protective suits 
threatened to outstrip the available U.S. 
supply, while confusion reigned over which 
protective wear was sufficiently imperme- 
able to weathered crude oil. 

The cleanup chaos raised concern among 
Laborers International Union officials, who 
pointed out that the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA) classi- 
fies petroleum as a toxic substance, and 
requires that workers exposed to it receive 
40 hours of training and be supplied with 
protective clothing. But during the early 
weeks after the spill, cleanup workers re- 
ceived a mere 1 hour of training, and protec- 
tive clothing was often unavailable. 

Public concern for oil-drenched otters had 
a powerful effect on how priorities were set. 
Exxon spent $8 million for the helicopter 
rescue of 350 sea otters, of which 180 
survived, and only 35 have been released to 
the wild. But labor union officials charge 
that t kers re- 
ceived le have 
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ed from fouled waters by native 
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cems. But he was forced to curtail his stud- 
ies when his $200,000 grant request was 
among several long-term university of Alas- 
ka studies that were denied state funds for 
studying the impact of the spill. French says 
precious data will be lost forever if he 
doesn't find money soon. 

On an optimistic note early in the confer- 
ence, Ernie Piper, from the Alaska gover- 
nor's office, called the Valdez  spill "one big 
spill for Alaska, but one giant source of 
employment for science," noting the oppor- 
tunity to learn lessons from this spill that can 
be put to use in the future. Whde opportu- 
nities may be missed at present, hope lies in 
an ambitious program proposed by the Na- 
tional Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis- 
tration (NOAA). Called the Prince William 
Sound Extended Studies Program, it would 
spend $35 million over the next 5 years to 
study environmental recovery, fate of the 
oil, and the effectiveness of actions taken, 
and the cultural impact on Alaskan commu- 
nities. How much is learned about both the 
human and environmental effects of the spill 
may wind up in the hands of Congress, 
when it is cafied upon to appropriate funds 
for the NOAA proposal. 
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