
Sir:

In a recent paper, we (Durnford and Shahidi) (1) reported the
FA composition of a variety of tissues of phocid seals. We
have since examined our results further as well as those from
previous work (2,3) and also repeated the storage of tissue
samples and of samples for FA analysis in all-glass contain-
ers instead of plastic vessels. In doing so, we did not detect
the levels of docosanoic acid (22:0) that we had earlier re-
ported (1). Ackman, who has considerable experience with
possible contamination arising from phthalate plasticizers,
suggested that overestimation of 22:0 may have been due to
the presence of a contaminating dibasic phthalate ester from
plastic laboratory vessels (Ackman, R., personal communica-
tion). As discussed in detail previously (4), it is known that,
during methylation or transesterification of FA, contaminat-
ing plasticizers such as isobutyl, butyl, 2-ethylhexyl, or octyl
double alcohol phthalates may be converted partially to a
monomethyl ester, retaining one of the original alcohols from
this transesterification. Although di-(2-ethylhexyl)phthalate
itself emerges after the 22:6n-3 methyl ester position (3,4) on
a polyglycol-based GLC column, and fully methylated
phthalic acid is found in the vicinity of the 17:0 FAME, in the
case of dioctyl phthalate the mixed ester phthalate will oc-
cupy an intermediate position, usually between the methyl es-
ters of 20:4n-6 and 22:1 on the GLC chart. Welz et al. (5), for
example, show what appears to be the original and mixed al-
cohol phthalates as two very large unidentified peaks in an
analysis of FA of human plasma lipids. Clinical plastic equip-
ment is an obvious potential source of such plasticizers. For-
tunately for the modern analytical chemist, the phthalate ring
still yields a convenient and distinctive mass spectrum (4). 

When work was done in glass containers, blubber and
muscle lipids were the only tissues for which differences were
significant for 22:0. Values in muscle tissues for gray, harp,
and hooded seals were all at 1.81 ± 0.32%. For blubber, the
corresponding values for the same species were less than
0.3%. For brain, kidney, heart, and lung tissues, the existing
differences from those reported earlier were generally within
the range of SD values reported. Other research reports sup-
port our findings (6,7). Nonetheless, the conclusions reached
in the previous report (1) are not affected by the observed
overestimations, but would afford proportionally higher

amounts of nutritionally important n-3 FA in the lipids of con-
cern. 

For lipid research ending in FAME assays, all solvents,
samples, and extracts should preferably be handled in glass.
As exemplified by Welz et al. (5), clinicians favor soft bags
and tubing, rich sources of phthalates.
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