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Right now the biggest environmental disaster in our nation’s history is taking place. Many of us feel helpless. Is there something we can each do to minimize the Gulf of Mexico tragedy? The answer is YES. Although most of us can have little impact on the engineering solution to stop the gushing oil well, citizens can put pressure on BP and our elected officials to stop the use of the harmful, toxic chemicals known as Corexit 9500A and Corexit 9527A used by BP in the oil dispersant.

In addition to the crude oil gushing into the ocean each minute, BP has deliberately sprayed over one million gallons of dispersant containing toxic chemicals into the Gulf of Mexico. It is not yet clear if using dispersants to spread the oil in the ocean is better or worse for the environment. Dispersal of the oil does not eliminate it or help reduce the toxicity. It just breaks the oil into small particles so it becomes less visible. The dispersant breaks the oil into tiny droplets on the surface where fish eggs, jellyfish and algae reside and on the sea floor where lobsters, oysters and shrimp live. Tar balls washing ashore may not be pretty but at least we can see what is happening. The oil dispersant is being sprayed on top of the ocean’s surface from boats and planes. Under the surface at great, the dispersants are being sprayed from unmanned vehicles.

What exactly is taking place now underneath the waters surface and on the ocean floor as a result of these chemicals? Nobody knows for sure but marine experts are worried. Are these chemicals poisoning marine life that we can’t see? Is the food chain from plankton to great whales being destroyed? The use of Corexit 9500A has been banned in most places in the United Kingdom due to its toxicity. 

According to various news sources such as the San Francisco Chronicle 6-10-2010 and organizations such as www.protecttheocean.com, Corexit 9500 is a petroleum based solvent originally developed by Exxon and now manufactured by the Nalco Holding Company of Naperville, Illinois. Corexit is four times more toxic than oil. Oil is toxic at 11 parts per million while Corexit 9500 is toxic at only 2.61 parts per million. Corexit 9500 has been found to be one of the most toxic dispersal agents ever developed.

The Environmental Protection Agency has urged BP to find less toxic dispersant alternatives to Corexit after reports that the Nalco formulas were ranked as more hazardous and less effective on the crude coming from the Gulf. Water based dispersants such as Dispersit made by the U.S. Polychemical Corporation is reported to hold about one third of the toxicity of Corexit 9500. Shouldn’t the EPA be able to ban Corexit until it is proven to be safe and require BP to use another dispersant or, even better, no dispersant at all?

Why are we letting BP dump toxic chemicals into our ocean if this may have devastating long term effects? How can you help put an end to this? Call your senators and representatives today. Their aides tally up the daily calls and the point of views expressed by each voter.

To increase the impact of your voice, join environmental groups that share your concerns. Healthlink in Salem, www.healthlink.org, is a grassroots organization working to have harmful chemicals banned. This past Saturday, June 27, Healthlink joined the international organization 350.org to be part of the largest day of action for citizens to rally behind saving the oceans and reducing off-shore oil drilling. Healthlink and Lynn Nadeau organized the local Hands Across the Sands rally at Preston Beach in Swampscott, which was one of over 900 rallies held in the 50 states. Residents from Marblehead, Swampscott, Beverly, Salem and Lexington participated in the event.

Another organization fighting hard to protect people and animals from harmful and potentially lethal chemicals is the Environmental Defense Fund where scientist Robert Denison is blogging to keep us updated. The EDF formed a coalition with the Safer Chemicals, Healthy Families organization to create the online campaign, “I Am Not a Guinea Pig,” aimed at helping ensure that the voices of millions of Americans are heard as Congress begins the first serious effort to update the 34 year old Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976.

Please contact Senator Scott Brown at 202-224-4543, Senator John Kerry, at 202-224-2742 and Congressman John Tierney 978-531-1669. Suggested talking points include:

· Give the EPA the power to ban BP from using Corexit 9500 and 9527 as oil dispersants in U.S. waters.

· Support the Senator Lautenberg Safe Chemicals Act of 2010 and sponsor an amendment to include dispersants in the act.

· Revise the Toxic Substances Control Act to protect us from unsafe chemicals being used by corporations.

· Tell your elected politician that you want them to support climate change and clean energy legislation currently in the Senate to protect our air and water. Oil and gas drilling pollute our country and can contaminate our water. Support cleaner ways of sourcing our energy.

If enough voters contact their elected politicians to let them know we are upset about the unsafe oil drilling and the toxic chemicals being sprayed into our oceans, they will have to listen and will hopefully take action. Let’s not say we knew about this and did nothing. Let your voice be heard.

Lisa Lillelund is a Sustainability Consultant and regular columnist on the environment with the Beverly Citizen. She welcomes your comments at lisa@mangonetworks.com.
