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Chemical s can be released to the environment as a result of their

manuf acture, processing, and use. EPA has devel oped infornation
summari es on sel ected chenmicals to describe how you m ght be exposed to

t hese chenicals, how exposure to them mi ght affect you and the

envi ronnent, what happens to themin the environment, who regul ates them
and whomto contact for additional information. EPA is conmritted to
reduci ng environmental releases of chem cals through source reduction and
other practices that reduce creation of pollutants.

VWHAT IS METHANOL, HOWIS I T USED, AND HONW M GHT | BE EXPOSED?

Met hanol (al so known as net hyl al cohol and wood al cohol) is a

colorless liquid that may expl ode when exposed to an open flanme. It
occurs naturally in wood and in vol canic gases. Methanol is also a
product of decaying organic material. It is produced in |arge amounts

(approximately 1.3 billion gallons in 1992) by thirteen conpanies in the
United States. US demand for methanol is likely to increase over the next
several years. The largest users of the nmethanol sold in the US are
conpani es that nake nethyl t-butyl ether, a gasoline additive. Conpanies
al so use nethanol to nake chemicals such as fornal dehyde, acetic acid,

chl oronet hanes, and nethyl nethacrylate. Conpanies add nethanol to paint
strippers, aerosol spray paints, wall paints, carburetor cleaners, and car
wi ndshi el d washer products. Methanol is also a gasoline additive and, in
sone cases, a gasoline substitute for use in autonobiles and other snall
engi nes.

Exposure to methanol can occur in the workplace or in the
environnent followi ng releases to air, water, |and, or groundwater.
Exposure can occur when people use certain paint strippers, aerosol spray
paints, wall paints, windshield wi per fluid, and small engine fuel
Met hanol enters the body when breathed in with contanmi nated air or when
consunmed with contamnated food or water. It can also be absorbed through
skin contact. It does not remain in the body due to its breakdown and
renoval in expired air or urine.

WHAT HAPPENS TO METHANOL | N THE ENVI RONMENT?

Met hanol evaporates when exposed to air. It dissolves conpletely
when mxed with water. Mst direct rel eases of nmethanol to the
environnent are to air. Methanol al so evaporates fromwater and soi
exposed to air. Once in air, it breaks down to other chem cals.

M croorganisms that live in water and in soil can al so break down

nmet hanol . Because it is a liquid that does not bind well to soil

net hanol that nmakes its way into the ground can nove through the ground
and enter groundwater. Plants and aninmals are not likely to store

nmet hanol



HOW DOES METHANCL AFFECT HUMAN HEALTH AND THE ENVI RONMENT?

Ef fects of methanol on human health and the environment depend on
how much nmet hanol is present and the | ength and frequency of exposure.
Ef fects al so depend on the health of a person or the condition of the
envi ronnent when exposure occurs.

Peopl e have died as a result of drinking |arge anmounts of methanol
Drinking snmaller, non |lethal amounts of nethanol adversely affects the
human nervous system Effects range from headaches to incoordination
simlar to that associated with drunkenness. Delayed effects such as
severe abdom nal, leg, and back pain can follow the inebriation effects of
nmet hanol . Loss of vision and even blindness can al so occur after exposure
to anounts of nethanol causing inebriation. These effects are not likely
to occur at levels of nethanol that are nornally found in the environnent.

Human health effects associated with breathing or otherw se
consum ng smal |l er amounts of met hanol over |ong periods of time are not
known. Workers repeatedly exposed to nethanol have experienced severa
adverse effects. Effects range from headaches to sl eep disorders and
gastrointestinal problens to optic nerve damage. Laboratory studi es show
t hat repeat exposure to |arge anmounts of methanol in air or in drinking
wat er cause simlar adverse effects in aninals.

Met hanol by itself is not likely to cause environnental harm at
| evels nornmally found in the environnent. Methanol can contribute to the
formati on of photochem cal snmpbg when it reacts with other volatile organic
carbon substances in air.

WHAT EPA PROCGRAM OFFI CES REGULATE METHANCL, AND UNDER WHAT LAWS | S
| T REGULATED?

EPA OFFI CE LAW PHONE NUMBER
Pol I uti on Prevention Toxic Substances Control Act (202) 554-1404
& Toxics Enmer gency Pl anning and Comunity
Ri ght -t o- Know Act ( EPCRA)
Regul ati ons (Sec. 313) (800) 535-0202
Toxi cs Rel ease I nventory data (202) 260-1531
Air Clean Air Act (919) 541-0888
Solid Waste & Conpr ehensi ve Environnent a
Emer gency Response Response, Conpensation, and

Liability Act (Superfund)/
Resource Conservation and Recovery
Act / EPCRA (Sec. 304/311/312) (800) 535-0202

A technical support docunent can be requested fromthe TSCA Assi stance
Information Service, (202) 554-1404.

WHAT OTHER FEDERAL AGENCI ES OR GROUPS CAN | CONTACT FOR | NFORVATI ON ON
METHANCL?

AGENCY/ GROUP PHONE NUMBER

Agency for Toxic Substances and Di sease Registry (404) 639-6000



Anerican Conference of Governnental Industria
Hygi eni sts

Consumer Product Safety Comm ssion

Food and Drug Admi nistration
National Institute for Occupational Safety

and Heal th (NI OSH)

Qccupational Safety and Health Adm nistration

(Check your | ocal phone book under U.S. Departnent of

(513)
(301)
(301)
(800)

Labor)

742- 2020
504- 0994
443-3170

356-4674



