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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
NOAA’s Mussel Watch report entitled “An assessment of polybrominated 
diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) in sediments and bivalves of the U.S. coastal zone” 
is the first-ever comprehensive assessment of levels of a flame retardant 
chemical (PBDE) found in U.S. coastal waters, including the Great Lakes. 
Mussel Watch is the longest running estuarine and coastal pollutant 
monitoring effort in the United States that is national in scope each year.  
 
In recent years, PBDEs have generated international concern due to their 
global distribution and associated adverse environmental and human 
health effects.  Laboratory studies indicate that PBDEs may impair liver, 
thyroid, and neurobehavioral development, and the most sensitive 
populations are likely to be pregnant women, developing fetuses, and 
infants.  PBDE production has been banned throughout Europe and Asia, 
and production of some PBDE mixtures has been voluntarily discontinued 
by U.S. industry, although one form of PBDE is still produced.  While 
production of PBDE flame retardants began in the 1970s and peaked in 
1999 they are still found in many consumer products including many 
household items. Because the application of PBDEs has been so widespread 
– including many consumer plastics, textiles, electronics, and furniture – 
scientists speculate that they may present an ongoing and growing 
problem in coastal environments.   
 
To assess this potential threat, the Mussel Watch Program, with 
additional funding provided by NOAA’s Oceans and Human Health Initiative, 
conducted a retrospective study of PBDEs in bivalve tissues and 
sediments. The study determined that PBDEs are found throughout the U.S. 
coastal zone, including the Great Lakes. Highest concentrations were 
detected in the Southern California Bight and Hudson-Raritan Estuary, 
including the waters around Los Angeles and New York City.  Overall, 
highest concentrations were found near industrial and urban locations, 
and both sediment and mollusk concentrations directly correlated with 
local human population.  
 
The national and watershed perspectives given in this report are intended 
to support research, local monitoring, resource management, and policy 
decisions concerning these contaminants. That is why PBDE disposal is 
discussed as a concern derived from the data presented in this report.  
Given the present level of PBDE-containing consumer products in use 
today (e.g., furniture and electronics), waste disposal policy must mitigate 
the release of PBDEs to the environment. Determining and implementing 
best practices could have a substantial and positive impact on future 
contamination levels along U.S. shoreline. 
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