
TPH in Your Environment:
What You Should Know

Total Petroleum Hydrocarbons (TPH) is a mix of different compounds called hydrocarbons. 
TPH is in crude oil and in other petroleum products. Nearly all home heating oil is made from crude oil. 

TPH can pose health risks to you and other people. TPH can also contaminate the environment. 
Here’s what you should know about TPH:

What Chemicals Are in TPH?
TPH may include chemicals such as jet fuels, mineral oils, benzene, toluene, xylenes, and naphthalene, as well as other 
gasoline components. 

What Happens When TPH Spills?
TPH can be released into the environment by accident, through industrial spills or storage tank leaks, or through 
commercial or private uses. If a heating oil tank leaks, TPH can contaminate surrounding soil and water. TPH typically 
floats and forms a film on water’s surface. Some compounds of TPH may sink to the bottom of a body of water and 
remain in the sediment. TPH can stay in soil for a long time. If you have a private well and TPH has entered the 
groundwater, it can contaminate the water you drink. You may also be exposed to TPH if your skin comes in contact 
with contaminated soil—for example, when you are gardening or playing outside.

How Can Exposure to TPH Affect Your Health?
You can be exposed to small amounts of TPH from many sources. You may be exposed when you breathe the air at gas 
stations, use certain chemicals and pesticides, or when there is spilled oil on pavement.

The chemicals in TPH can cause different health effects. These health effects depend on how much TPH you’re exposed 
to and for how long (duration). Some TPH chemicals can affect your brain and cause headaches and dizziness. Inhaling 
or swallowing small amounts of TPH, such as drinking contaminated water, can irritate your throat and stomach or can 
cause breathing problems. TPH compounds may also harm your organs, such as your liver, kidneys, and lungs, and some 
can irritate your skin and eyes. Some TPH compounds have been shown to affect reproduction and the developing fetus 
in animals. 

How To Protect Yourself From TPH 
If you suspect an above or underground storage tank is leaking or has leaked in the past, contact the Department of 
Environmental Management for more information: 
https://dem.ri.gov/environmental-protection-bureau/olrsmm/underground-storage-tank-management-program 

It’s important to take steps to protect your health. You should:

• Avoid areas with visible oily waste or exposed soil that could be contaminated.

• Leave your shoes at the door when entering your home to avoid bringing in soil that may be contaminated. 

• Wash the floor and vacuum carpets in your home frequently to help remove dust and dirt that may contain TPH. 

• If you garden in soil that could be contaminated, use gloves to keep your skin from contacting the soil. You can also 
build raised beds and fill them with clean soil that is purchased.

• If you have a private well, test your well water every 5 to 10 years for volatile organic carbons (VOCs). 
Go to the RIDOH Private Wells website to find certified laboratories to perform these tests: 
https://health.ri.gov/private-wells/testing-your-well-water 

If you believe you’ve been exposed to TPH and are experiencing health concerns, contact your primary care provider. If 
you have questions about the health effects associated with exposure to TPH in Rhode Island, contact the Environmental 
Health Risk Assessment Program at the Rhode Island Department of Health at 401-222-7746 or 
RIDOH.EHRAP@health.ri.gov.
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