
Hydrogen sulfide
exposure and facts in st rose, la

Pollution from Shell and IMTT has plagued St Rose for years. In early June, 2014 
there was a huge spike in pollution when equipment meant to control emissions from the plants failed1 . These increased 
emissions caused strong odors on neighboring streets and made many people in St Rose seriously sick.
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Report pollution every time. 
Your reports are the only way to show that there is 
a problem. Call or text  (504) 272-7645. See other 
reports at iWitnesspollution.org 

Attend community meetings.
There is power in numbers and facilities are more likely 
to take complaints from groups seriously.

Call parish and state officials. 
They are elected to protect residents. Contact your 
elected parish officials:
Councilman-at-large, Jarvis Lewis, (985) 308-1340
District Councilman, Larry Cochran, (504) 305-0179

Tanks at IMTT can store up to 14.75 million barrels. Products 
they store include vegetable oils, alcohols and petroleum 
products2.

an ongoing problem
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EPA says odor problems 
are solved
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St Rose residents have made 

over 400 reports to the 
iWitness Pollution Map since the 
accident in early June.  Over 140 reports were 
made in the first week alone3. The Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) sent a letter in July 
saying that the odors had stopped. The St rose 
community continued to report, showing that 
there was still a problem. Your reports are 
essential for documenting pollution in St Rose.



WhaT is hydrogen sulfide?
Hydrogen sulfide (often abbreviated 
as H2S) is a colorless gas with a strong 
smell of rotten eggs4.  While hydrogen sulfide 
can occur naturally, in St Rose the largest source of 
hydrogen sulfide is from Shell and IMTT.  Hydrogen 
sulfide can have a variety of very serious health effects 
discussed below.

H2S is released as a result crude oil refining. Crude oil, 
the material processed and refined to make things like 
gasoline, contains sulfur which must be removed during 
the refining process.  When sulfur is removed, hydrogen 
sulfide is a by-product4. At the Shell Asphalt refinery 
in St Rose, crude oil is refined into asphalt releasing 
hydrogen sulfide and other pollutants.

Because many of 
the by-products 
of crude oil 
refining can 
be harmful 
to human 
health and the 
environment, 
there are 
regulations 
requiring plants 
to use equipment 
that removes 
pollutants before they can enter the environment.  
This type of equipment is called “pollution control 
technology” or “pollution control devices”.

The june accidenT
The St Rose community is adjacent to two facilities, 
IMTT and Shell Asphalt refinery.  IMTT is a bulk storage 
facility that stores petrochemical products, vegetable 
oils and alcohols and Shell refines crude oil into asphalt.  
Though the two facilities are owned and operated by 
different companies, material regularly moves between 
the two (crude oil is initially stored in IMTT’s tanks, then 
moves to Shell for processing, and is returned to IMTT’s 
tanks as asphalt)5.

In June of 2014, Shell and IMTT received a shipment of 

crude with a high sulfur content. Because the crude 
had more sulfur, more hydrogen sulfide was produced 
when it was refined.  The equipment designed to prevent 
pollution from entering the environment (in this case 
something called the Regenerative Thermal Oxidizer, 
or RTO) was not able to remove the increased amount 
of pollutants, and malfunctioned6.  This meant that 
high amounts of hydrogen sulfide and 
other pollutants were going directly 
into the air and into the surrounding 
community.

After the accident, the residents organized in to St 
Rose Community One Voice. The community reported 
continued odors and organized several press conferences 
demanding the pollution stop. Because of this activism, 
Shell and IMTT agreed to no longer use the type of 
crude oil that caused the June accident.  Additionally, 
they promised to upgrade the RTO to handle increased 
pollution and install something called “carbon beds” 
which could remove pollution in the case that the 
RTO malfunctioned again.  In a report sent to the 
state environmental agency (Louisiana Department of 
Environmental Quality, or LDEQ), IMTT also agreed to 
increase maintenance of the RTO, review and enhance 
odor policies, communicate odors to the state and parish 
and have more patrols to detect other odors5.

News crews interview residents about the 
odors in June.

LABB staff conduct health surveys after the June release.



healTh effecTs of hydrogen sulfide

The june accidenT

Hydrogen sulfide is a neurotoxin. Some of its health 
effects include nausea, dizziness, vomiting, headache, and 
eye, nose and throat irritation7. We know that hydrogen 
sulfide exposure causes serious health effects, but not 

enough is known about the health effects of hydrogen 
sulfide when combined with other pollutants or at lower 
concentrations.

Hydrogen sulfide is usually released into air along with 
other pollutants (this was the case in the June accident).8 
Breathing in a combination of pollutants together can 
result health effects different than breathing in one 
pollutant (similar to how medicines can interact with one 
another) and the combined effect of pollution exposure is 
very poorly understood.

Additionally, less is known about the effects chronic 
exposure (breathing in pollution over months or years) 
to hydrogen sulfide. Most reports detail the immediate 
effects of short-term (lasting a few minutes or hours) high 
level exposure.

One notable impact of any amount of exposure – high 
or low, short or long-term – is the risk to which children 
are prone. By nature of their body size and mass, children 
proportionally take in more air, and thus more pollution, 
than adults. So, children often experience more severe 
health effects than adults after being exposed.9

air sampling in sT rose
LDEQ has done several rounds of air sampling in St Rose 
since the June accident. During this sampling, LDEQ 
used both its Mobile Air Monitoring Lab (MAML), which 
takes continuous measurements of several pollutants 
over the course of a day or week, and shorter “grab 
samples”.  These samples capture a small amount of air 
and are analyzed for a longer list of pollutants, giving a 
‘snapshot’ of what the air quality was at that moment. 

Each time they sampled, hydrogen sulfide (along with 
other pollutants) were found. LDEQ has publicly stated 
that the levels of hydrogen sulfide should not concern 
citizens, however concentrations of hydrogen sulfide in 
their sampling were right at the standard set by the EPA. 
Regardless of standards, the presence of hydrogen sulfide 
at low levels (especially over a long period of time) is 
cause for concern and can lead to adverse health effects. 

Sampling 
Dates

Highest H2S 
Concentration 

(ppb)

Average H2S 
Concentration 

(ppb)

EPA Screen-
ing level 
(ppb)

Where samples were taken

June 12-20, 20146 5 1.6 1.4-1.8 Riverwood Dr. and Normandy Dr.

Oct 13-30, 2014 2 1.1 1.4-1.8
12043 River Rd., Adams St. and 

Turtle Creek Ln., Beverly Dr. and 
Turtle Creek Ln.

Dec 3 and 20, 
2014 2 1.9 1.4-1.8 Abadie Ln. and 12043 River Rd.

Some health effects associated with hydrogen 
sulfide exposure. It is much harerto know the 
health effects of long-term exposures.
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WhaT are The sTandards?
Because many by-products of oil refining and chemical 
processing are harmful to human health, state and federal 
agencies set standards to limit the concentrations of 
those pollutants both inside the plant and in surrounding 
communities.

Different departments and agencies within the 
government have varying standards. It can get 
confusing, but keep in mind that these different 
standards are designed to protect 
different types of exposure.

For example, the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) sets a standard for safe workplace 
exposure, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
indicates safe home exposure, and both the EPA and 
Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality (LDEQ) 
both describe general background exposure (i.e. natural, 

or unavoidable concentrations), etc. Keep in mind that 
what may be a safe level of exposure for workers (who 
are exposed during work hours and then not after they 
leave) would not be a safe level for communities, who are 
exposed for longer time periods.

Sometimes these different administrations and agencies 
have overlapping limits and recommendations, which 
only adds to the confusion.  The chart below includes 
some of these different standards and numbers.

The Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality 
compares monitoring results to the Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) minimum 
risk levels.  The ATSDR standards only set standards for 
short term and intermediate exposure (not for long term 
exposures)10. Using this standard is not appropriate in a 
community that is experiencing long term exposure.

Hydrogen Sulfide Concentration Health Effects
.11-.33 ppb Typical environmental concentrations11

.14 ppb EPA’s “safe exposure level” to protect children and the elderly8

.7 ppb EPA’s safe level for lifetime exposure8

1.4-1.8 ppb EPA’s health screening level for Region 6 (including Louisiana)

2 ppb Concentrations found in October and December sampling in St 
Rose

5 ppb Concentration found in June sampling in St Rose

10 ppb Average exposure to residents downwind of crude oil processing 
plant12

20 ppb ASTDR intermediate (2 weeks to 1 year) standard10

70 ppb ASTDR acute (up to 2 weeks) exposure standard10; EPA’s 
recommendation for maximum concentration at property lines

10 ppm (10,000 ppb) OSHA 8-hour exposure limit8
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