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Chemicals can be rcleased to the envi-
ronment as a result of their manufacture.
processing, and use. The EPA has devel-
oped information summaries on selected
chemicals to describe how you might be
cxposed to these chemicals, how exposure
to them might affect you and the envi-
ronment, what happens to them in the en-
vironment, who rcgulates them, and whom
to contact for additional information. EPA
is committed to reducing environmental
releases of chemicals through source re-
duction and other practices that reduce
creation of pollutants.

WHAT IS METHYL TERTIARY-
BUTYL ETHER, HOW IS IT USED,
'AND HOW MIGHT 1 BE EXPOSED?

Methyl tertiary-butyl ether (also
called MTBE) is a colorless, flammable
liquid with a strong odor. It does not occur
naturally but is produced in very large
amounts (9.1 billion pounds in 1992) by 27
companies in the United States. US de-
mand for MTBE is likely to continue to
grow rapidly. The almost exclusive users of
MTBE are companies that add the chemical
to gasoline. MTBE is added to gasoline to
improve combustion and to reduce harmful
carbon monoxide emissions. It is added to
gasoline to improve the overall quality of
air  The goal is to help cities meet air
quality standards mandated-by EPA and the
Clean Air Act. Companies use small
amounts of MTBE to make high purity
isobutylene.

Exposure to MTBE can occur in
the workplace or in the environment fol-
lowing releases to gir, water, land, or
groundwater. Exposure car also occur

when people:
* arc in places where gasoline

is being pumped into vehicles,

* fill gasoline-powered home
mainicnance equipment,

* live near bulk gasoline
loading and unloading
facilities, or

* live near facilities that can
leak gasoline from under
ground storage containers.

Use of MTBE-blended gasoline is likely to be at
its peak during the wintcr season, especially in
areas that use it to meet air quality standards.
MTBE enters the body when breathed in with
contaminated air or when consumed with con-
taminated food or water. It is also absorbed
through skin contact. Methyl tertiary-butyl
ether does not remain in the body duc to its
breakdown and removal.

WHAT HAPPENS TO MTBE IN THE'

ENVIRONMENT?

Methyl tertiary-butyl cther evaporates
when exposed to air. It dissolves when mixed
with water. Most direct releases of MTBE to
the environment are to air MTBE also
evaporates from water and soil exposed to air.
Once in air, MTBE breaks down to other
chemicals. Because it is a liquid that does not
bind well to soil, MTBE that makes its way into
the ground can move through the ground and
enter groundwater. Plants and animals arc not
likely to store methyl tertiary-butyl ether.

HOW DOES MTBE AFFECT HUMAN
HEALTH AND THE ENVIRONMENT?

Effccts of methyl-tertiary butyl
cther on human health and the cnvi-
ronment depend on how much MTBE is
present and the length and frequency of
cxposure. Effects also depend on the
health of a person or the condition of the
cnvironment when exposure occurs.

Human health effects associ-
ated with breathing or otherwise con-
suming large amounts of MTBE for
short periods of time are not known.
Laboratory studies show that breathing
large amounts of MTBE for short pe-
riods of time adversely affects the
nervous system of animals. Effects
range from hyperactivity and incoor-
dination to convulsions and uncon-
sciousness.

Human health effects associ-
atcd with breathing or otherwise con-
suming smallcr amounts of MTBE over
long periods of time are not known.
Laboratory studies show that repeat
exposure to large amounts of MTBE in
air causes kidney damage and adversely
affects the developing fetus of animals.
Studies also show that lifetime exposure
to MTBE in air causes cancer in ani-
mals. The Agency is cumently re-
viewing potential health effects of
MTBE in humans.

Mecthyl tertiary-butyl ether by
itself is not likely to cause cnviron-
mental harm at levels normally found in
the environment. MTBE can contribute
to the formation of photochemical smog
when it reacts with other volatile or-
ganic carbon substances in air.




