
Air Testing: 
Everyone keeps talking about 
Benzene. Should I be concerned? 
 

• Benzene is a volatile organic compound 
(VOC) that is found in petroleum        
products, including the oil that spilled in 
Mayflower. 

• We come into contact with benzene in our 
everyday lives: when we mow the lawn, 
when we pump gas into our cars, when we 
are around smokers. 

• The real problem is when it’s in large 
doses for long periods of time; it can then 
be very harmful. 

• At the time of the spill and for a few days 
after, the benzene level spiked. The 
amount of benzene in the air quickly     
leveled off after that early spike. 

• There have been close to 2 million      
readings taken since the spill (both moni-
toring and sampling). Of those readings, 
close to 7,000 were specifically for      
benzene. 

• Benzene levels were highest in the evacu-
ated and clean-up work areas. Levels were 
back to background levels within a few 
days (or are below pumping gas levels, 
etc.). 

• The response or sensitivity of the human 
body to chemicals, such as those found in 
the air sampling is determined by several 
factors, these include the amount of the 
exposure, the length of the exposure, and 
the type of the exposure (breathing, eating, 
drinking, or skin contact). Children, older 
adults, and those already sick are the peo-
ple usually most sensitive to chemicals. 
These people are also more likely to be 
sensitive to chemical odors. A level has 
not been set where odors are known to 
cause harm. But for sensitive people, 
chemical odors may add to other respira-
tory triggers such as pollen and tobacco 
smoke. 

 
I had a bad headache after the oil spill, is 
that related to this? 
 
• There are many different causes for head-

aches. 
• One of the causes after the spill may have 

 
 
 

been hydrogen sulfide, benzene, or some of 
the other VOCs in the air. 

 
 
 

 
 
• These were released at the same time the oil 

was released and have dissipated over time 
since then. 

• Hydrogen sulfide and many of the strong odor 
VOCs do not cause cancer. 

• Symptoms from odors, like headaches and 
nausea, should go away as the smell goes 
away. 

 
There was an awful smell in our community for 
a long time and many residents are worried 
about how that smell might have affected their 
health.  
 
• That smell could have been from hydrogen 

sulfide or other VOCs present in the air. 
• Our noses are an early warning system of 

something we should be concerned about. 
• We often smell odors before it reaches a level 

that could be harmful.   
 
Water Testing: 
Is the public drinking water 
safe to drink? 
 

• Absolutely. The water comes from Greers 
Ferry Lake near Heber Springs and that source 
was never contaminated. 

• Also, on April 5th and 8th, drinking water 
samples were taken at 8 locations throughout 
the Mayflower area; all samples show that the 
water is safe to drink. 

 
Are the fish safe to eat? 
 
• Yes. Arkansas Department of Environmental 

Quality (ADEQ) water samples indicate Lake 
Conway has not been impacted. Fish in the 
main body of Lake Conway should not be        
impacted by the oil spill either. 

 
 
Soil and Sediment 
Testing: 
 

• Soil samples have been collected in the     
Mayflower community. The sample collection 
process is ongoing in the clean-up work areas. 



Gardening and       
Garden Plants: 
Should I be concerned about 
gardening when the soil was 
impacted by the oil spill? 

 
• The impacted soil from the oil spill has been 

removed and replaced with clean soil. 
• Touching garden soil is not expected to 

cause health problems.   
• Garden plants grown in these areas are not  

expected to make people sick. 
 
Child Health       
Concerns: 
Will the children be          
impacted by the oil spill? 
 
 

• Continuous air monitoring was conducted at 
the local elementary school to help deter-
mine if benzene and other VOCs were at 
levels that would be harmful for children. 

• We know that infants and children may be 
more sensitive to chemical exposures than 
adults are. Because children are at greater 
risk for possible harm from pollution, ADH 
and the Agency for Toxic Substances and 
Disease Registry (ATSDR) carefully studied 
the environmental tests to see how chemi-
cals in the air, soil, and water may impact 
children. 

• Residential air and water tests show that 
chemicals in the local areas where children 
live, play, and attend school are not at levels 
likely to cause harm.  

 
Are my home furnishings or non-perishable 
food items contaminated? 
 
• No. If you weren’t in the evacuated area, 

your items are fine.  
• If you were in the evacuated area, Keep: 

canned, unopened, pre-packaged foods. 
Throw out: opened, unprotected food items 
left out and any other items that could have 
spoiled. If you lost power, refrigerated foods 
may have spoiled and you should throw out 
frozen foods that have thawed. 

 

• Additional things you may want to do if you 
were evacuated: change the air intake filters 
in your heat and air system; wash clothing 
and bedding that was in the home and has 
residual odor; wash animal bedding if resid-
ual odor. All trash items can be disposed 
with household trash and don’t require any 
special handling. 

• Wet wipe floors, counters, and any kitchen-
ware left out. 

• With food items: when in doubt, throw it 
out. 

 
 
If I still have questions, what 
should I do? 
 
 

• Talk to your local physician. 
• Call ADH at: (501) 280-4147 or visit their 

website. 
• Call the Attorney General’s Office at:    

(501) 682-2007 or visit their website. 
• Call the Poison Control and Drug Informa-

tion Center (PCC) at: (800) 222-1222.  
 

 
 
Resources: 
 
 

• Hydrogen Sulfide fact sheet: http://
www.atsdr.cdc.gov/ToxProfiles/tp114-c1-
b.pdf  

• Benzene fact sheet: http://
www.atsdr.cdc.gov/ToxProfiles/tp3-c1-b.pdf  

• VOC fact sheet: http://
www.healthy.arkansas.gov/
programsServices/communications/features/
Documents/VOCFactSheet.pdf  

• Odors and Your Health fact sheet:http://
www.healthy.arkansas.gov/
programsServices/communications/features/
Documents/OdorsandYourHealth.pdf  
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