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APERC Statement on BP Response to EPA Regarding Dispersants 

 

May 25, 2010 - The Alkylphenols & Ethoxylates Research Council (APERC) is keeping 

all of those affected by the Deepwater Horizon disaster and oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico 

in our thoughts as we hope for rapid success in the enormous effort underway to contain 

the oil release.  Some of our member companies have facilities and employees in the 

areas likely to be affected and are supporting the cleanup efforts.  This release of crude 

oil is of a scale never before experienced in this country; therefore, predicting the range 

of environmental effects from the release itself and from the recovery efforts will be 

difficult.  Considering the potential impact, APERC supports the use of the most effective 

containment efforts with consideration of their immediate and long term environmental 

impact.  

 

In a response letter to US EPA regarding the Agency’s May 19, 2010 Addendum 2 to the 

Dispersant Monitoring and Assessment Directive, BP raised concerns about the potential 

degradation of a dispersant ingredient to nonylphenol (NP).  For more than twenty years, 

APERC and its member companies have been actively engaged in toxicological and 

environmental fate and effects research on NP and its derivative compounds. 

Consequently, APERC can contribute considerable information and expertise relevant to 

the environmental assessment of these substances.  As such, we would like to address 

some inaccuracies in some of BP’s statements about NP and nonylphenol ethoxylates 

(NPEs). 

 

BP states in their letter to US EPA that one dispersant product “contains a small amount 

of a chemical that may degrade to a nonylphenol (NP). The class of NP chemicals have 

been identified by various governmental agencies as potential endocrine disruptors, and 

as chemicals that may persist in the environment for a period of years.”   In addition, 

after noting that US EPA has developed final acute and chronic marine Water Quality 

Criteria (WQC) for NP, BP states “If a dispersant with NPE levels comparable to those of 

[     ] is used on the spill, the acute criteria may be temporarily exceeded shortly after 

application…” and “Exceedances of the chronic criteria appear unlikely, but could occur 

if [       ] is applied in the same area over a period of several days.    

 

The following is provided to clarify some inaccuracies in BP’s statements about NP and 

NPEs and to inform environmental assessments of dispersants that might contain NPEs.  
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1. NP and NPEs are not the same compound and do not have the same 

ecotoxicity profiles.   

 

NP is a biodegradation intermediate that can form during the environmental breakdown 

of NPEs.  NPEs are surfactants used in commercial products.  As with all surfactants, 

NPEs can be toxic to aquatic life; however NPEs are significantly less toxic to aquatic 

organisms than NP.  NP is weakly estrogenic with a potency that is ten thousand to one 

million times less potent than natural estrogen.  More importantly, commercial NPEs are 

not estrogenically active.
1
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 NPEs are typically used in applications that result in their treatment in wastewater 

treatment plants prior to introduction in the aquatic environment.    

 

2. US EPA finalized Water Quality Criteria (WQC) for NP that are protective 

of short and long term exposures to aquatic organisms but are not applicable 

to NPE. 

 

US EPA established WQC for NP in 2006.  WQC are surface water concentrations that, 

when met, will protect aquatic life.  The US EPA WQC for NP reflect recent scientific 

information about the ecological effects of this compound available through 2005.  A 

review of the literature since that time continues to support the US EPA WQC.
4
   Across 

all aquatic organisms, the weight-of-evidence shows that commercial NPEs (i.e., NPE9) 

are much less toxic than NP. 
5,6

   Therefore, the US EPA WQC for NP should not be 

applied directly to NPEs.  

 

3. Estrogenicity is a mechanism of action – not an adverse effect -  and US 

EPA’s WQC for NP account and protect for  adverse effects (e.g., 

reproductive and developmental) that might result from the weak estrogenic 

activity of this compound.  
 

US EPA developed the WQC for NP based on aquatic toxicity studies that measure 

adverse effects, such as growth, survival, and reproduction, which affect species at the 
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population level.  Other studies have been conducted on NP and NPE that examine 

secondary endpoints, such as changes in gene expression, biochemistry, and tissues. 

These secondary endpoint studies are focused on eliciting information about the 

estrogenic mode of action of a compound rather than measuring adverse effects. 

 

4. Nonylphenol and Nonylphenol Ethoxylates are neither persistent nor 

bioaccumulative. 

 

Governmental assessments of the persistence of NP and NPE have concluded that they do 

not meet various criteria for classification as a persistent.
7
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 The degradation half-

lives for NP and NPE range from 5.8 to 30 days.  

 

These same governmental assessments also concluded that NP and NPE are not 

bioaccumulative. In fact, they are readily metabolized and excreted in both aquatic 

species and mammals.  
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***** 
 

The mission of the APE Research Council, which is composed of manufacturers, processors and raw 

material suppliers of alkylphenols (AP) and alkylphenol derivatives (e.g., alkylphenol ethoxylates (APE)), 

is to promote the safe use of AP and AP derivatives through research, product stewardship and outreach 

efforts, within the framework of responsible chemical management. For more information about AP and 

APE go to www.aperc.org.  
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