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needed to understand the long-term effects of

oil dispersants, especially considering their (¥ View Caption () Enlarge Photo
underwater use, experts and lawmakers said at
a U.S. Senate committee hearing Wednesday.
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Experts called to testify before the Committee
on Environment and Public Works assessed the
use of oil dispersants in the Deepwater Horizon
oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. Dispersants are
a chemical mixture that, when applied to
spilled oil, break it into small droplets that can
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effects dispersants are having beneath the
surface," said U.S. Sen. Barbara Boxer, D-Calif.

All of the academics at the hearing shared ) : :
Boxer's concern. ' i & L

Of the approximately 1.8 million gallons of
dispersants used in the gulf spill, about 42
percent were applied below the surface at the
site of the leak, said Ronald Kendall, chairman
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of the department of environmental toxicology
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at Texas Tech University.

We have no idea how microorganisms respond
to dispersants in the deep sea, said David
Smith, associate dean of the graduate school
of oceanography at the University of Rhode
Island.

"There are far fewer microorganisms in the
deep sea compared to the surface," Smith said
in his statement. "This, combined with lower
water temperatures, will result in a slower
rate of degradation."
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This could lead to a greater concentration of subsurface oil and ultimately contamination of

the seafloor.

On the surface, others argue that the ends justify the means.

Paul Anastas, assistant administrator of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's Office of
Research and Development, it is believed that subsurface dispersant use resulted in less

dispersant being used overall.

"Let me be clear, nobody is advocating for the use of dispersants unless they are necessary,"
said Sen. James Inhofe, R-Okla. "But with the BP spill they seem to be the lesser of two evils."

David Westerholm, director of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Office of
Response and Restoration, likened the choice to a doctor making a diagnosis -- you have to
make a decision at a moment in time based on a certain set of tools. Similarly, he said, the

decision to use dispersants wasn't done lightly and it was made with a lot of factors in mind.

"Dispersants are generally less toxic than oil, they reduce risks to shorelines and degrade

quickly over several days to weeks, according to modeling results," said Anastas in his

statement.

He added that his agency isn't seeing dispersants near coasts or wetlands.
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