
A bacterium found in the digestive 
system of the bowhead whale has been 
found to be profoundly effective in break­
ing down key components of oil spills, 
PCBs, and other carcinogenic compounds. 
The June 9 edition of Oregon State 
University's OSU This Week describes 
the discovery by A. Morrie Craig, a pro­
fessor of veterinary medicine. Craig said 
that despite eating a ton of polluted krill 
per day, and ingesting PCBs, oil and fuel 
residues, and acids, the whales don't get 
sick. Instead, the anaerobic microbes in 
the whale's forestomach break down an­
thracene and naphtalene, components of 
oil spills, into harmless compounds. 

Researchers at OSU are also working 
on isolating bacteria from the stomachs of 
goats that allow them to digest tansy rag­
wort, a plant containing toxic alkaloids. 
While the research has a long way to go 
before yielding a toxic spill engineered­
treatment, it suggests that anaerobic bac­
teria may one day be employed in along 
with today's surface aerobic bacteria to 
aid in toxic spill cleanups. 
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