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Sniffing out the oil

Scientists with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration are using their noses to
spot contamination in seafood, trying to ensure that the BP spill doesn't pollute the nation's
food supply.
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"We use specific terms for the aroma," said Downs, who
supervises the seafood smellers at the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration's marine lab here. "Diesel oil.
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the team caught a faint scent in a red snapper that chemists
and toxicologists could not confirm despite three days of
testing at an NOAA marine science lab in Seattle. The result: A
rich fishing area off Louisiana's coast stayed off-limits.

"The nose knows," Downs said.

Strong stomachs help. The group has sniffed or tasted more than 1,000 fish in the nearly three
months since the BP oil spill, and no one has gotten sick.

The fish smellers are part of a major effort by NOAA, the Food and Drug Administration, the
Environmental Protection Agency and state governments to ensure that the still-leaking oil doesn't
pollute the nation's food supply. So far, there are no confirmed reports of contaminated Gulf Coast
seafood reaching consumers.

Partially because of the sniffers, NOAA has banned fishing in more than a third of the Gulf of Mexico,
81,181 square miles in all. State officials also have barred fishing along more than 550 miles of
beaches and bayous from Louisiana to northern Florida.

"We have found tainted fish," said John Stein, who runs the BP oil spill seafood safety testing
program for NOAA. "It's not uncommon."

Stein spoke beside a huge chart of the Gulf of Mexico marked with scores of Xs. These looked
suspiciously like the Xs that mark dead fish eyes in cartoons, but Stein insisted his Xs show where
NOAA has caught live fish for baseline studies and surveillance testing.

Under federal law, fishing is banned if oil is seen in the water. So most samples that are tested are
caught outside the vast no-go zone or in other waters that are not visibly oiled. Pelagic fish, which
migrate, pose a special concern for fear they may ingest oil and swim away.

One of NOAA's ships, the Delaware 11, docked behind the long-established fisheries lab here recently
after a weeklong cruise. Crew members gingerly carried off 11 large frozen fish — swordfish, blackfin
tuna, mahi-mahi and others — wrapped in black plastic and duct tape, and placed them on a gurney.

Cheryl Lassitter, lead chemist at the lab, signed a clipboard to ensure a legal chain of custody for each
fish. Tags tied to the bags showed where, when and how each fish was caught.
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Gulf oil spill: Scientists are sniffing out the oil - latimes.com

"They're like dead bodies," Lassitter said with a groan as she helped push the heavy gurney up a small
hill.

An elevator took them to the lab's second floor, where more scientists — and more fish — were
waiting. A research biologist carefully sliced thick pink filets from a thawed 3-foot-long cobia, a
pelagic fish sometimes called a ling or black salmon.

"l love sushi, but I'm not allowed to eat our samples," said Lisa Desfosse, director of the 130-member
marine lab, as she watched the dissection.

The filets were wrapped in foil and carefully labeled. Half would be refrozen and flown to NOAA's
Northwest Fisheries Science Center in Seattle. Scientists there will test the fish for polycyclic aromatic
hydrocarbons, compounds in petroleum that are toxic and carcinogenic.

The other half went down the hall to Steven Wilson, a burly man with a trim white beard and a black
lab coat, giving him the appearance of a barber. He is the chief quality officer for NOAA's Seafood
Inspection Program.

On one side of the lab, a tray held 10 perfume-like vials that the sniffers use to "harmonize and
recalibrate” their senses each day, Wilson said. Each vial has a distinct bouquet — creosote, Alaska
sweet, Louisiana crude, used oil, ammonia and so on.

Each day, the sniffers often sniff or taste two to three dozen bowls of seafood, some raw and some
cooked. "After that, the nose gets tired," Wilson said.

The team uses seven sniffers, with an eighth as an alternate, Wilson said, "in case someone gets a
sinus infection. Or eats bad beef."

To help cleanse the palate, or for a quick snack, bowls hold cut watermelon, sliced cucumbers, cooked
corn and rice. The group works behind cardboard screens, like voting booths, to hide their reactions.
They mark pass or fail, and any comments, on a score sheet.

Wilson offered to demonstrate. He lifted the lid of a Pyrex bowl of red snapper, leaned way down, and
used his hand to fan fumes into his face. He took several shallow sniffs. Home Tour »

Santa Monica
architects transform a
1962 apartment
building into a single-
family home. more
home tours

"I like to let the aromatics get in my head space," he said. He stood and considered the odor. "It
smells like really good snapper," he finally declared.

He sniffed at his bare arm to give his nose a neutral scent. Then he stuck his face into a bowl of
shucked oysters and sniffed again.

"Whoa!" he said. He staggered backward and blinked. "That smells off. I don't smell oil. I just don't
like it."

Neither the sniffers here nor the chemists in Seattle test for the 1.76 million gallons of chemical
dispersants that BP has used at sea to help break up the oil. Critics say no one has adequately tested
the dispersants for long-term effects on marine life, consumers or the environment.

At this point, the FDA has ruled that the chemicals have a "low potential” to bioaccumulate in marine
life, are "low in human toxicity" and pose "little public health risk." Like fish with faint traces of oil, e
any seafood that carries a chemical smell is considered adulterated and is illegal to sell. We'd like to share that great photo you took this
summer--something scenic, something heart
stopping or just something that makes you smile.
20009 reader photos

NOAA has trained thousands of fish sniffers over the years to help guarantee food safety. Working
with industry, they inspect seafood on ships and docks, in processing plants and markets for
decomposition, contamination or other hazards to consumers. Other industries use sensory experts
to ensure quality in coffee, beer and other foodstuffs.

But NOAA ramped up an emergency program after the BP spill, sending a team of trained sniffers to

a laboratory in Gloucester, Mass., for a crash course with crude oil. Two dozen people have taken the
class.

http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,4561268, full.story[7/15/2010 11:05:28 AM]
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They will play a crucial role once BP finally caps the renegade well. Sniffers will help decide when
fishing is again safe in the Gulf of Mexico, and when tens of thousands of commercial fishermen,
charter boat captains, shrimpers, oystermen and others can return to their livelihoods.

Downs, the team leader, is up to the task. He has spent two decades training sensory experts. And
yes, he eats fish regularly — mahi-mahi and grouper are his favorites. He says his sense of smell gives
him a nose-up on most people.

"Last night, | went to a restaurant and took a whiff," he said. "I knew right away the lobster was bad."

bob.drogin@latimes.com

Copyright © 2010, The Los Angeles Times

Testing Lab -Fast Results
Environmental, Materials, Asbestos Microbiology, Forensic, Air Quality

Triple Strength Omega-3™
Get Free 30 Days Supply of Our Contaminant Free Omega-3 Supplement

romeren g ClIFRAAA

RELATED STORIES

From KTLA
» BP Fixes Leaky Cap in Gulf Oil Spill | ktla.com
* BP May Skip Pressure Test on Oil Well Cap | kila.com
« Gulf Oil Spill Tar Balls Wash Up In Texas | ktla.com

1 l:""
w Our biggest savings on Top Brands g
o

E-mail E Print " Digg Twitter n Facebook E| Read This Later Share

Comments (3) Add / View comments | Discussion FAQ

Lin Qing909 at 9:49 PM July 14, 2010

Dear customers, thank you for your support of our company.
Here, there's good news to tell you: The company recently
launched a number of new fashion items! ! Fashionable
and welcome everyone to come buy. If necessary, please
input:

http://www.loveshoppingplace.com

Tshirts (Polo ,ed hardy,lacoste) $16

New era cap $15

Air jordan(1-24)shoes $33

Handbags(Coach,ed hardy,lv,d&g) $35

Jean(True Religion,ed hardy,coogi) $30
Sunglasses(Oakey,coach,gucci,Armaini)$16

Bikini (Ed hardy,polo) $25

http://www.loveshoppingplace.com

http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,4561268, full.story[7/15/2010 11:05:28 AM]


http://www.google.com/url?ct=abg&q=https://www.google.com/adsense/support/bin/request.py%3Fcontact%3Dabg_afc%26url%3Dhttp://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,7724182,print.story%26hl%3Den%26client%3Dca-tribune_news3_html%26adU%3Dwww.EMSL.com%26adT%3DTesting%2BLab%2B-Fast%2BResults%26adU%3DNewVitality.com/Omega-3-FreeOffer%26adT%3DTriple%2BStrength%2BOmega-3%25E2%2584%25A2%26gl%3DUS%26hideleadgen%3D1&usg=AFQjCNHek7AX6U8kFUMFfJRmdlILpnbeHA
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BCCT1PCI_TL3CI8f6lQeOzeXPD8PxmMsB9YOBwgvAjbcB4NVWEAEYASCo8aEGKAI4AFDci5Pc_f____8BYMmukYmIpIAQoAGO_qn_A7IBD3d3dy5sYXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBYWh0dHA6Ly93d3cubGF0aW1lcy5jb20vbmV3cy9uYXRpb253b3JsZC9uYXRpb24vbGEtbmEtZmlzaC1zbmlmZmVycy0yMDEwMDcxMywwLDc3MjQxODIscHJpbnQuc3RvcnmoAwHoA40H6ANS6APOA-gDuwn1AwAAAAQ&num=1&sig=AGiWqtwjCUekmmXVJVMbKBOgDZ1EXC9fFw&client=ca-tribune_news3_html&adurl=http://www.emsl.com/index.cfm%3Fnav%3DPages%26ID%3D425
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BCCT1PCI_TL3CI8f6lQeOzeXPD8PxmMsB9YOBwgvAjbcB4NVWEAEYASCo8aEGKAI4AFDci5Pc_f____8BYMmukYmIpIAQoAGO_qn_A7IBD3d3dy5sYXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBYWh0dHA6Ly93d3cubGF0aW1lcy5jb20vbmV3cy9uYXRpb253b3JsZC9uYXRpb24vbGEtbmEtZmlzaC1zbmlmZmVycy0yMDEwMDcxMywwLDc3MjQxODIscHJpbnQuc3RvcnmoAwHoA40H6ANS6APOA-gDuwn1AwAAAAQ&num=1&sig=AGiWqtwjCUekmmXVJVMbKBOgDZ1EXC9fFw&client=ca-tribune_news3_html&adurl=http://www.emsl.com/index.cfm%3Fnav%3DPages%26ID%3D425
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=B3OqOPCI_TL3CI8f6lQeOzeXPD7KjjcYB-rvM0BTAjbcBoJ1UEAIYAiCo8aEGKAI4AFDKmLPw_P____8BYMmukYmIpIAQoAGUhuP-A7IBD3d3dy5sYXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBYWh0dHA6Ly93d3cubGF0aW1lcy5jb20vbmV3cy9uYXRpb253b3JsZC9uYXRpb24vbGEtbmEtZmlzaC1zbmlmZmVycy0yMDEwMDcxMywwLDc3MjQxODIscHJpbnQuc3RvcnmAAgGoAwHoA40H6ANS6APOA-gDuwn1AwAAAAQ&num=2&sig=AGiWqtxv3iTAhUQ1s_RIgWBSQPSlGG_1rA&client=ca-tribune_news3_html&adurl=https://www.newvitality.com/specialoffers/free-tso3_1/%3Ftracking_id%3D1357
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=B3OqOPCI_TL3CI8f6lQeOzeXPD7KjjcYB-rvM0BTAjbcBoJ1UEAIYAiCo8aEGKAI4AFDKmLPw_P____8BYMmukYmIpIAQoAGUhuP-A7IBD3d3dy5sYXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBYWh0dHA6Ly93d3cubGF0aW1lcy5jb20vbmV3cy9uYXRpb253b3JsZC9uYXRpb24vbGEtbmEtZmlzaC1zbmlmZmVycy0yMDEwMDcxMywwLDc3MjQxODIscHJpbnQuc3RvcnmAAgGoAwHoA40H6ANS6APOA-gDuwn1AwAAAAQ&num=2&sig=AGiWqtxv3iTAhUQ1s_RIgWBSQPSlGG_1rA&client=ca-tribune_news3_html&adurl=https://www.newvitality.com/specialoffers/free-tso3_1/%3Ftracking_id%3D1357
mailto:bob.drogin@latimes.com
http://www.latimes.com/
http://www.surphace.com/
http://www.ktla.com/news/landing/ktla-gulf-oil-spill-test,0,5707694.story?track=rss
http://www.ktla.com/news/nationworld/sns-bp-gulf-oil-cap,0,4891314.story
http://www.ktla.com/news/landing/ktla-gulf-spill-texas,0,7202299.story?track=rss
http://delivery.steelhousemedia.com/click?aid=689&cid=236&guid=df3a1977-e519-45fe-826e-33678a356d8f&adv_id=8953&eid=28&blank=1
http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,56433,email.story
http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,56433,email.story
http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,7724182,print.story
http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,7724182,print.story
http://digg.com/submit?phase=2&url=http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,2074283.story&title=Sniffing out the oil
http://digg.com/submit?phase=2&url=http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,2074283.story&title=Sniffing out the oil
http://twitter.com/home?status=[Sniffing out the oil][http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,2074283.story]
http://twitter.com/home?status=[Sniffing out the oil][http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,2074283.story]
http://www.facebook.com/share.php?&u=http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,2074283.story&t=Sniffing out the oil
http://www.facebook.com/share.php?&u=http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713,0,2074283.story&t=Sniffing out the oil
http://www.instapaper.com/
http://www.instapaper.com/
javascript:void(0)
http://discussions.latimes.com/20/lanews/la-na-fish-sniffers-20100713/10
http://latimes.com/discuss-faq

	latimes.com
	Gulf oil spill: Scientists are sniffing out the oil - latimes.com


	AsNDU2MTI2OCxmdWxsLnN0b3J5AA==: 
	form1: 
	Query: Search
	input6: 
	user[mobile_phone]: 
	campaigns[]: 30310
	campaigns[]_(1): 109779
	campaigns[]_(1)_(2): 118368
	campaigns[]_(1)_(2)_(3): 133011
	campaigns[]_(1)_(2)_(3)_(4): 136051
	input0: 




