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a b s t r a c t

Due to migration of harbour porpoises towards more polluted areas like the North Sea and their
sensitivity towards pollution, there is a need for proper conservation measures for this species. As
a consequence, knowledge about the pollutant’s kinetics is required. The present study is the first to
investigate the kinetics of PBDEs in marine mammals using PBPK modeling as a non-destructive tool for
describing the chemical’s kinetics in a protected animal species. The models were developed and
parameterized using data from the literature and Black Sea harbour porpoises through computer opti-
mization. The predictability of these models in time was assessed by reverse dosimetry modeling using
data from North Sea porpoises (1990e2008). From these predictions, PBDE 99 levels were found to
decrease the fastest, followed by PBDE 153, 47 and 100. Results show that the PBPK models can be
applied for harbour porpoises from different regions and also simulate time trends.

! 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) have been used as
flame retardants in various products and equipment ranging from
textiles to electronics. They have been banned in many countries
(ATSDR, 2004); however, they are still ubiquitous in the environ-
ment due to their stability and persistence (Birnbaum and Staskal,
2004). Some PBDEs have the potential to biomagnify in terrestrial
and aquatic food webs (Kelly et al., 2007; Voorspoels et al., 2007).
Biomagnification is of particular concern for organisms at the top of
the food chains, such as marine mammals, as they receive high
concentrations of PBDEs from their prey. In addition, lactational
transfer of chemicals through the lipid rich milk (up to 40% fat)
represents also a major source of contaminants for these animals
(Debier et al., 2003; Hickie et al., 2007; Weijs et al., 2009a). Several
PBDEs were shown to be toxic on the reproductive, immune and
endocrine systems of marinemammals (Sonne et al., 2009; Beineke
et al., 2010; Frouin et al., 2010).

Physiologically based pharmacokinetic (PBPK) models represent
a mass-balanced system of compartments where the pollutant’s
distribution is regulated according to the physiological properties of
the compartments or tissues and the biochemistry of the pollutants
(Reddy et al., 2005; Chiu et al., 2007). Recently, PBPK modeling has
been applied for showing the kinetics of specific environmental
pollutants in marine mammals (Hickie et al., 1999, 2005; Weijs et al.,
2010a). PBPK models for marine mammals are very helpful since
these animals are endangered and protected, so that in vivo exposure
experiments cannot be undertaken. In vitro exposure tests can be
performed in marine mammal derived cell and tissue cultures of
blood and liver (McKinney et al., 2006; Das et al., 2008; Frouin et al.,
2010). However, the samplingof liver biopsies or blood fromthe same
animal of a wild marine mammal species is too invasive. Therefore,
blubber was the most investigated tissue and is still the best known
source of biomonitoring results of lipophilic compounds to date.

PBPKmodels have the potential to integrate in vitro experimental
data in liver or blood with biomonitoring information from blubber,
so that a non-destructive, in silico approach can be developed. With
the help of PBPK models, blubber concentrations can be used to
predict levels in liver, blood and other tissues thus giving more
realistic exposure scenarios than working with hepatic or blood cell
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lines alone. Since blubber samples can be taken in a non-destructive
manner from dead and living marine mammals, the PBPK models
would, in addition to the in vitro tests done with liver cells, allow the
assessment of toxicity in a more rapid and instantaneous way.
Furthermore, PBPKmodels are important to describe the dynamics of
the exposure-accumulation process. This can simulate the impact of
releases of pollutants and remedial measures on their long-term fate
and accumulation in marine mammals.

Harbour porpoises have relatively long life spans and feed at the
top of the aquatic food chains, resulting in high body burdens of
pollutants (Weijs et al., 2009a, 2010a). Previous studies have sug-
gested that harbour porpoises are less able to metabolize several
pollutants compared to harbour seals. They were found to have
higher proportions of PBDEs in their blubber compared to harbour
seals even though both species had a comparable diet (Weijs et al.,
2009a,b). In addition, hydroxylated PBDE metabolites (HO-PBDEs)
could not be detected in serum of harbour porpoises (Weijs et al.,
2009c). During the last decade, movements of harbour porpoises
from northern areas to the more polluted Southern North Sea have
raised concerns about the viability of the population. These move-
ments and their sensitivity to pollution justify the need for proper
conservation measures for these animals.

Similarly to models developed for polychlorinated biphenyls
(PCBs; Weijs et al., 2011), the goals of the current study were 1) to
develop a non-destructive computational toxicology approach to
study protected marine mammals such as harbour porpoises by
formulating PBPKmodels for PBDEs, and 2) to assess temporal trends
of lifetime exposure to PBDEs in North Sea harbour porpoises using
data from 1990 to 2008.

2. Materials and methods

The models developed for PBDEs are based on the PBPK model for the bio-
accumulation of PCB 153 in male harbour porpoises (Weijs et al., 2010a). In general,
PBPK models for females include processes (e.g. lactation, gestation) which are
responsible for the transfer of contaminants to the offspring thereby reducing the
overall concentrations of the chemicals in the females. PBPK models for males lack
these processes, so the models developed in the present study are suitable for males
only. Similar as in Weijs et al. (2010a), all models consisted of 5 compartments, liver,
blubber, kidneys, brain and rest of the body. All tissues were considered to be flow-
limited similar as in Weijs et al. (2010a). Dietary uptake, either through the
consumption of fish ormilk, was set directly to the liver compartment as the liver was
the only tissue of the gastrointestinal tract used in the models. Models were devel-
oped and parameterized using Berkeley Madonna software version 8.3.14 (Berkeley
Madonna Inc) and model codes are available on request to the corresponding author.

2.1. Parameters

All models were developed using parameters taken from the literature or fitted to
the data if clearly indicated. The same physiological parameters and equations of the
male harbour porpoises (such as the relationships between body size, age and daily
intake) as in Weijs et al. (2010a) were used. Biochemical parameters were adjusted
according to the specific PBDE congener (Table 1). The parameters that were fitted
(elimination half-lives, assimilation efficiency for the milk or AE2 and brain/blood
partition coefficients or PB) were chosen upon visual inspection of the position and
shape of the curves compared to the real-life data from animals from the Black Sea. Of
these three parameters, elimination half-liveswerefittedfirst as this parameter affects
the slope of the curve in each compartment. AE2 was fitted after that as it determined
only the concentrations in all compartments for animals< 1 year. PBs only had an
impact on the curve of the brain compartment and were therefore fitted last.

Exposure was assumed to be through fish and milk consumption only which
were both set in the liver as this compartment was the only tissue of the gastro-
intestinal tract represented in the models. Lipophilic compounds like PBDEs do not
dissolve easily in sea water and dermal exposure was earlier found to play only
a negligible role for the bioaccumulation of PCBs in beluga whales (Hickie et al.,
1999). Tanabe et al. (1997) reported on the concentrations of several PCBs, but not
of PBDEs, in the fish prey of the harbour porpoises from the Black Sea. The lack of
PBDE data in marine mammals and their prey appears to be the norm, especially for
Black Sea porpoises. Thus, we relied on PBPK modeling using the best available data
to determine the validity of the model. An assumption was made that PBDEs share
similar physical and chemical properties (e.g. two phenyl rings with halogenated
atoms, comparable log Kow values for matched congeners) with PCB congeners. This

assumption was applied to estimate the dietary fish input of PBDEs using the
concentrations of PBDEs in milk samples (n¼ 7) of Black Sea porpoises. In the PCB
153 model, there was a 116 times difference between the concentration in the milk
(127.6 ng/g ww) and the concentration in the fish (1.1 ng/g ww; Tanabe et al., 1997;
Weijs et al., 2010a). This factor, together with the results of the milk samples
(Supporting Information Table S1), was used to calculate the concentrations in the
fish prey of the Black Sea porpoises leading to a concentration in fish of 0.054, 0.008,
0.009 and 0.002 ng/g ww for PBDE 47, 99, 100 and 153, respectively.

Physiological parameters were kept as general as possible by using preferentially
physiological information of harbour porpoises in general and not only from Black
Sea or North Sea harbour porpoises. This was done to make the models species-
specific rather than population-specific. As such, the models should allow compar-
isons between harbour porpoises from different areas (e.g. Black Sea and North Sea).

2.2. Datasets

The datasets used include results of PBDEs in tissues of harbour porpoises from
the Black Sea (milk, liver, blubber, kidney, brain and muscle) for goal 1 and blubber
results from the North Sea for goal 2. For goal 1, results of one neonate were also
used (Table 1).

2.2.1. Black Sea dataset
This dataset was used to parameterize the PBDE models (goal 1), similar to the

PCB models in male harbour porpoises (Weijs et al., 2010a, 2011). The dataset
contains results for 8 PBDEs in 20 male harbour porpoises (9 juveniles,11 adults). All
animals were by-caught or found stranded in 1998 in the Black Sea and results of
PBDEs in blubber, liver, kidney, brain and muscle are discussed thoroughly in Weijs
et al. (2010b).

Table 1
Compound specific parameters for several PBDEs. The original values of the param-
eters are given between brackets for parameters that were fitted to the data.

PBDE 47 PBDE 99 PBDE 100 PBDE 153

Log (Kfp)a 2.35750 2.41682 2.41682 2.35750
PFb 331.6 380.2 380.2 331.6
PLb 7.9 9.0 9.0 7.9
PKb 4.6 5.3 5.3 4.6
PBb 1.6 (13.3) 2.2 (15.2) 8.2 (15.2) 6.3 (13.3)
PRb 8.1 9.2 9.2 8.1
AE1 (%)c 95 98 99 97
AE2 (%)d 40 31 25 25
CFoetusFe 14.1 1.8 2.0 0.3
CFoetusLe 5.5 0.8 1.1 0.7
CFoetusKe 6.3 5.6 0.5 ND
CFoetusBe 1.0 ND 0.2 ND
Half-life (yr) 4.24 (3.1f) 5.17 (2.9g) 4.63 (1.6g) 9.43 (6.5g)

Kfp e adipose tissue/plasma partition coefficient, PFe adipose tissue/blood partition
coefficient, PL e liver/blood partition coefficient, PK e kidney/blood partition
coefficient, PB e brain/blood partition coefficient, PR e muscle/blood partition
coefficient, AE e assimilation efficiency.

a Adipose tissue to plasma partition coefficients (Kfp) from Parham et al. (1997)
are actually for PCBs, but are used here for PBDEs as well; e.g. the log (Kfp) for
PBDE 47 is actually for PCB 47. Parham et al. (1997) does not report on PCB 100, so
for PBDE 100 the same value as for PBDE 99 (or PCB 99) was used.

b Equations from Parham et al. (1997) were transformed to equations for bot-
tlenose dolphins (blood composition from Bossart et al., 2001). For partition coef-
ficients of tissues (liver, kidneys, brain) as given in Table 1, the average lipid content
was used (Weijs et al., 2010b). For the ‘rest of the body’-compartment, the average
lipid content of muscle was used (Weijs et al., 2010b).

c Assimilation efficiency for the fish diet or the percentage of PBDE absorbed by
the juveniles and adults after ingestion of the fish prey. Values taken from Thomas
et al. (2005).

d Assimilation efficiency for the milk diet or the percentage of PBDE absorbed by
the calves after milk ingestion. Values were fitted to the Black Sea data.

e Results from own analyses (Weijs, unpublished data) and expressed in ng/g lipid
weight (lw). For modeling reasons, values of 0.01 ng/g lw were used for concentra-
tions below limit of detection (ND). Muscle tissue of the fetus was not available, so
a value of 0.01 ng/g lw was used here for the ‘rest of the body’ compartment as well.

f Staskal et al. (2005) found a terminal half-life of PBDE 47 in mice of 23 days after
a single exposure, which is comparable with the half-life values of TCDD in mice
(Miniero et al., 2001). Therefore, the elimination half-life for PBDE 47 in harbour
porpoises was derived from the half-life of TCDD which is body weight-dependent
(Miniero et al., 2001). The body weight of the harbour porpoises from the Black Sea
in the present study varies from 4.1 to 48.5 kg, resulting in half-life values for TCDD
(and thus PBDE 47) ranging from 330 days to 5.4 years with an average of 3.1 years.

g Geyer et al. (2004) expressed in years.
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2.2.2. North Sea dataset
The blubber data were used to investigate the usefulness of the PBPK models to

predict PBDE accumulation in time (goal 2), as done for PCBs (Weijs et al., 2011). A
part of the animals included in this dataset were found stranded or were by-caught
along the Belgian coast of the North Sea. These animals were from 1999e2004, the
PBDE results in blubber can be found in Weijs et al. (2009a,b). The other part of the
animals from this dataset were found alive on the coasts of Belgium and The
Netherlands, but died during rehabilitation in SOS Dolfijn, Harderwijk, The
Netherlands. These animals were sampled between 1990 and 2008 and data of
PBDEs in blubber can be found in Weijs et al. (2010c).

2.3. Sensitivity analysis

To assess the impact of some physiological parameters independent of the body
weight on the model outcome, sensitivity analyses were performed as was done
previously for PCB 153 (Weijs et al., 2010a). For each parameter, 3 runs (a batch run)
were set simultaneously using the original value of the parameter and a coefficient
of variation of 5%, resulting in a run with the original parameter, a run with the
original parameter increased with 5% and a run with the original parameter
decreased with 5%. The impact of the parameter changes on the concentration of
PBDE 47, PBDE 99, PBDE 100 and PBDE 153, respectively, in blood was determined by
calculating sensitivity coefficients (%) according to the following equation (modified
from Mörk and Johanson, 2006):

Sc ¼
 

AUC5
AUCOrig

" 1

!
100

With AUCOrig the area under the blood concentration curve with the original
parameter value and AUC5 the areas under the blood concentration curves with the
original parameter value increased and decreased with 5%. Blood is the circulation
medium between all tissue compartments (liver, brain, blubber, kidney and rest of the
body), so changes in one or more of these compartments are reflected in the blood.
Therefore, the blood concentration curves were used for the sensitivity analyses.

3. Results

3.1. Goal 1: computational toxicology approach: development of
PBPK models for PBDEs

Elimination half-lives of PBDEs, or the time at which 50% of the
chemical is eliminated from the body by metabolic biotransforma-
tion, fecal or urinary excretion, are scarce in the literature. Geyer et al.
(2004) estimated elimination half-lives for several PBDEs in humans
(Table 1) which are higher than PBDE half-lives in rodents (Staskal
et al., 2005). Nevertheless, considering the continuous exposure
and the higher lipid deposits of marine mammals compared to
rodents, the human values were here preferred. However, when the
human PBDE elimination half-lives were incorporated into the PBPK
models, the resulting simulation results were not consistentwith the
tissue concentration dataset from Black Sea harbour porpoises.
Therefore, optimization for suitable elimination half-lives for each
PBDE congenerwas obtained by using the Black Sea dataset (Table 1).

3.1.1. PBDE 47
When the optimized half-life for PBDE 47 of 4.24 years was

incorporated into the PBPK model, the computer simulation results
seemed more appropriate, not only for all compartments, but also
for all ages (Fig. 1AeE). In all compartments, the model reached
a peak in concentrations at the end of lactation followed by a steady
decline until the age of about 3 years. After that, levels of PBDE 47
increased slightly in the males until the end of their lives. Despite
this increase, the calves at the end of the nursing period were
predicted to have the highest concentrations of all ages, as the
concentrations of PBDE 47 never reach the same level again
according to the model predictions (Fig. 1AeE). Typically, concen-
trations of PBDE 47 were highest in the blubber, followed by the
muscles (rest of the body), liver, kidney and brain (Fig. 1AeE).

3.1.2. PBDE 99
According to the model simulations, the half-lives from Geyer

et al. (2004) needed to be almost doubled to provide a better fit

compared to the Black Sea data (Table 1). The resulting curves
reached a peak after the first 4 months due to lactational transfer,
followed by a decline until the age of 3 years. The increase after the
age of about 3 years was however steeper compared to the increase
seen in the PBDE 47 model. Consequently, the predicted concentra-
tions of PBDE 99 from the age of 9 years onward were higher than
those in calves at the end of the nursing period (Supporting
Information Fig. S1AeE). This pattern was observed in all compart-
ments with the highest concentrations in blubber, followed by the
muscle (rest of the body), liver, kidney and brain (Supporting
Information Fig. S1AeE).

3.1.3. PBDE 100
Although the individual data from the Black Sea porpoises were

more scattered for PBDE 100 (for example in the liver, Supporting
Information Fig. S2B), there was an increase in concentrations of
PBDE 100 in all compartments. The final value for the elimination
half-life of 4.63 years, fitted by the model, was almost three times
higher than the original value of 1.6 years for humans (Geyer et al.,
2004). The model predicted a peak concentration at the end of
lactation, a decrease in concentrations from the end of lactation
until the age of about 3 years and a steep increase after that,
resulting in higher concentrations of PBDE 100 in adults than in
calves (Supporting Information Fig. S2AeE). Again, higher levels of
PBDE 100 were found in blubber, muscle (rest of the body),
liver, kidney and brain, respectively (Supporting Information
Fig. S2AeE).

3.1.4. PBDE 153
The Black Sea animals lacked a general trend for PBDE 153 in the

liver compartment compared to all other tissues (Supporting
Information Fig. S3B), which could not be solved by other values
for the blood/liver partition coefficient because of the high degree
of scattering. In accordance with PBDE 99 and 100, the concentra-
tions in the adult animals after the age of 3 years were higher than
the levels in the calves. The final value for the elimination half-life
of 9.43 years, fitted by the model, was 50% greater than the liter-
ature value of 6.5 years (Geyer et al., 2004). As for the other PBDE
congeners, the general profile was conserved also for concentra-
tions of PBDE 153 in all compartments (Supporting Information
Fig. S3AeE).

3.1.5. Sensitivity analysis
Sensitivity coefficients are available inTables S2eS5 in Supporting

Information for themodel of PBDE47, 99,100 and153, respectively. In
all models, the most sensitive parameters are the parameters related
to the blood (e.g. density of blood, fat percentage of blood), followed
by the parameters that are responsible for the intake of fish
(e.g. concentration in the fish and assimilation efficiency for the fish
diet), the elimination half-life values and some tissue-related
parameters (e.g. blood/blubber partition coefficient, density of the
liver and density of the blubber. Parameters that are responsible for
the intake of milk have an impact on the bioaccumulation of PBDE 47
(Table S2), but not on PBDE 99, 100 and 153 (Tables S3eS5).

3.2. Goal 2: assessing temporal trends for PBDEs

Using the PBDE results in blubber of North Sea harbour porpoises
from 1990 until 2008 (n¼ 46) (Weijs et al., 2009a, 2010c), changes
over time were investigated. The models used for the time trends
were those described in goal 1, except for the specific input values for
PBDE concentrations in the fish and in the milk. Although the input
parameters changed with reverse dosimetry modeling (PBDE 99:
0.42 to 0.10 ng/g; PBDE 100: 0.38 to 0.24 ng/g; PBDE 47: 1.08 to
0.54 ng/g; PBDE 153: 0.43 to 0.17 ng/g) meaning that they were
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adjusted in order to find curves that would fit to the North Sea data,
theproportionbetween the concentrations inmilk andfish remained
unchanged (116 times difference) throughout thismodeling exercise.
As inWeijs et al. (2011), the North Sea datawere initially added to the
models per year, but since the input parameterswere very similar for
data from 1990e2001 and from 2002e2008, all data were pooled in
these two groups (Fig. 2AeD). Between the two groups, there were
differenceswith thehighest concentrationsof PBDEs in the olderdata
(1990e2001). Results reveal that, in a period of about 18 years, levels
of PBDE 99 decreased the fastest with 4.2 times lower levels in
2002e2008 than in 1990e2001 (Fig. 2B). Levels of PBDE 100
decreased the slowest with only a 1.6 times difference between
concentrations in 1990e2001 compared to 2002e2008 (Fig. 2C). For
PBDE 47 and 153, there was a difference of 2.0 and a 2.5 times,
respectively, between the levels in 1990e2001 and 2002e2008
(Fig. 2A, D).

4. Discussion

Although PBDEs have been banned in the EU in 2004 and 2008,
their presence and high levels in wildlife can still be toxic. For
decades, risk assessment of pollutants in marine mammals has
mainly been performed through biomonitoring on blubber from
dead animals. Marine mammals are protected species, so these
blubber data are generally the only experimental data available.
Recently, in vitro exposure studies in hepatic or blood cells of marine
mammals have gained more attention (McKinney et al., 2006; Das
et al., 2008; Frouin et al., 2010). Unfortunately, the connection
between reported levels of pollutants in the blubber (from dead or
live animals) and the effects found in liver (from dead animals) or
blood (from live animals) is often blurred or even non-existent. This
can be solved through PBPKmodeling as a non-destructive approach
in marine mammal toxicology. It combines computational

Fig. 1. Age-dependent bioaccumulation of PBDE 47 (expressed in ng/g lw) in (A) blubber, (B) liver, (C) kidney, (D) brain and (E) muscle (rest of the body) of male harbour porpoises
from the Black Sea. ¼ Individual data from male harbour porpoises from the Black Sea from 1998 (Weijs et al., 2010b), ¼model prediction with tissue/blood partition
coefficient calculated with the average lipid content of the respective tissue, ¼model predictions with tissue/blood partition coefficients calculated with the minimum and
maximum lipid percentage of the respective tissue, ¼model prediction with fitted tissue/blood partition coefficient.

L. Weijs et al. / Environmental Pollution 163 (2012) 134e141 137



Author's personal copy

technology, physiology of the organism and biochemistry of the
compound of interest. As such, PBPK modeling is certainly in line
with the spirit of reducing or eliminating animal experimentation by
the REACH (Registration, Evaluation, Authorization, and Restriction
of Chemical substances) legislation in the EU.

4.1. Goal 1: computational toxicology approach: development of
PBPK models for PBDEs

The search for reliable parameters necessary to develop PBPK
models for marine mammals is a challenging task. Typical experi-
mental model organisms, such as rodents, often have a different
physiology from marine mammals and thus the available parame-
ters fromother species are not always suitable formarinemammals.

4.1.1. Elimination half-lives
In PBPK models for PCBs in harbour porpoises, the elimination

half-lives were much higher than those reported in the literature,
probably due to their larger lipid stores of marine mammals
compared to rodents or humans. Because of the size differences
between humans and rodents, the longer human elimination half-
lives were preferred at the first modeling attempt (Geyer et al.,
2004). However, model simulations with these half-lives under-
estimated the Black Sea dataset. To solve this, the fish intake rate
(e.g. PBDE concentration in the prey) or the elimination half-lives had
to be increased.

The fish intake rate was calculated based on the PBDE concen-
trations in milk of Black Sea porpoises. The difference in PCB 153
concentrations in fish and milk (116 times; Weijs et al., 2010a) was
used to estimate the fish PBDE concentrations. Although the validity
of these input concentrations cannot be checked, the calculated
milk:fish factor of 116 is similar to themilk:fish ratios of several PCBs

(Weijs et al., 2011) which have comparable tissue/blood partition
coefficients as the PBDEs in the present study (Table 1; Weijs et al.,
2011). Since there was no further available information to calculate
newfish intake concentrations, the only solutionwas thus to increase
the elimination half-lives.

The elimination half-lives were originally lowest, so faster elimi-
nation, for PBDE 100 followed by PBDE 99, 47 and 153, respectively.
The elimination half-lives found by the software after fitting to the
Black Sea datawere lowest for PBDE47, followedby PBDE100, 99 and
153 (Table 1). These findings are in accordance with the results of
Lupton et al. (2009)who reported that PBDE153wasnotmetabolized
by human liver microsomes, but are in contrast with the same study
which found that the relative rate of PBDE99metabolismwas slightly
faster than that of PBDE 47 in humans. Lupton et al. (2009) investi-
gated only the metabolic biotransformation of PBDEs, whereas the
elimination half-lives in the current models also include fecal and
urinary excretion. According to our results, PBDE 153 is more
persistent than PBDE 47 in marine mammals, although the concen-
trations of PBDE 47 aremuch higher than of PBDE153 due to a higher
input (higher concentrations in prey fish) caused by a higher solu-
bility and bioavailability of PBDE 47. The differences in behavior of
PBDEs among species (e.g. rodents, humans) and the lack of infor-
mation about elimination of PBDEs in marine mammals complicate
the search for appropriate elimination half-lives. Nevertheless,
within the limits of the PBPK models and the input concentrations
used, the current elimination half-lives are the most viable values.

The elimination half-life in this study includes elimination
through metabolic breakdown and fecal/urinary excretion although
the urinary excretion will be very low due to the high lipophilic
nature of the four PBDEs. As an overall elimination half-life, it is
impossible to distinguish between these three processes in the
models. Nevertheless, with the currently available information, the

Fig. 2. Time trends in age-dependent bioaccumulation of (A) PBDE 47, (B) PBDE 99, (C) PBDE 100 and (D) PBDE 153 in blubber of male harbour porpoises from the North Sea. All
concentrations are expressed in ng/g lw. ¼ individual data for male harbour porpoises from the North Sea from 1990e2001, C¼ individual data for male harbour porpoises from
the North Sea from 2002e2008, ¼model prediction for male harbour porpoises from 1990e2001, ¼model prediction for male harbour porpoises from 2002e2008.
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three processes are not equally important and are highly species-
specific. Since there were no fecal or urine samples of Black Sea
porpoises available for analysis, it is impossible to estimate the levels
of PBDEs in their feces or urine. Urinary elimination of the parent
PBDE 47, one of the most persistent PBDEs, has been described in
mice as an important elimination pathway (Örn and Klasson-Wehler,
1998; Staskal et al., 2005). However, other studies have shown that
urinaryelimination of PBDEs plays onlyaminor role in rats (Hakk and
Letcher, 2003; Emond et al., 2010). The lack of consistency between
elimination pathways in mice and rats makes the extrapolation to
marine mammals difficult.

PBDEs can be metabolically biotransformed into HO-PBDEs
metabolites, but can also be debrominated into lower brominated
PBDEs or form bromophenols through a cleavage of the ether bridge
(Qiu et al., 2007). Debromination of PBDEs in common solewasmore
important than the formation of HO-PBDEs (Munschy et al., 2010).
This was also confirmed for PBDE 99 for common carp and Chinook
salmon, but the end product of debromination differed among
species (PBDE 47 for common carp and PBDE 49 for Chinook salmon)
(Browne et al., 2009). Contrastingly, human liver cells metabolized
PBDEs in vitro primarily to oxidativemetabolites rather than through
reductive debromination (Lupton et al., 2009; Stapleton et al., 2009).
McKinney et al. (2006) reported insignificant metabolic biotransfor-
mation of PBDE 47, 99, 100 and 153 in beluga whales, whereas these
compounds were significantly depleted by rat microsomes. De Boer
et al. (1998) found no indication for biotransformation of PBDE
47 and 99 in a white beaked dolphin, a sperm whale and a harbour
seal. In addition,Weijs et al. (2009c) showed thatHO-PBDEswere not
detected in serum of harbour porpoises, even though blood is the
preferred storage medium because of their higher affinity for plasma
proteins than for lipids. This suggests that metabolic biotransfor-
mation of PBDEs into HO-PBDEs is probably not an important elim-
ination pathway in marine mammals. Model simulations excluding
elimination processes predicted curves with much steeper upward
slopes which are obviously not consistent with the dataset from the
Black Sea (models not shown). Differences between those models
without elimination half-lives and the current models indicate the
existence of eliminationprocesses inporpoises. However, themodels
are not capable of pointing at a specific elimination route.

4.1.2. Brain PBDE concentrations in relation to lipid composition
and blood/brain barrier

Similar to the PBPK models for PCBs in porpoises (Weijs et al.,
2011), the blood/brain partition coefficients (PB) calculated with
themethod fromParhamet al. (1997) and the lipid percentages of the
tissues (Weijs et al., 2010a,b) were too high, leading to over-
estimations of the real data (Fig. 1D and Supporting Information
Fig. S1-3D). In vitro studies have shown that the affinity of PCBs for
triglycerides, the major group of lipids in the blubber, is higher than
for phospholipids which are more abundant in the brain
(Sandermann, 2003). Therefore, the lower PBs for PBDEs can be due
to the different lipid composition of the brain compared to all other
tissues. On the other hand, it has also been reported that the blood/
brain barrier (BBB) is capable of blocking molecules larger than
180 Da (Doolittle et al., 1998) from entering the brain. Since the
investigated PBDEs have molecular weights higher than 180 Da
(Burreau et al., 1997), both options can be used to explain the lower
PBs. In the PBPKmodels for PCBs, the PB of PCB 99was comparable to
PCB 180 despite their different molecular sizes indicating a higher
influence of the lipid composition of the brain (Weijs et al., 2011).
However, the role of the brain lipid composition or the presence of
a BBB on the uptake of PBDEs in the brain is less predictable, as the
PBs are different for each PBDE congener.

PBDE47has a lower PB thanPBDE153, although their partitioning
is similar in other tissues (Table 1). The lower PB of PBDE 47 suggests

that the brain is muchmore efficient in blocking PBDE 47 (molecular
weight: 485, Effective Cross Section (ECS): 8.1 Å) from entering the
brain than PBDE 153 (molecular weight: 646, ECS: 9.6 Å; Burreau
et al., 1997). On the other hand, PCB 153 is also a smaller molecule
than PBDE153 (Burreau et al.,1997), but has the same PB as PBDE153
(Table 1;Weijs et al., 2010a). Therefore, it appears that the brain lipid
composition and not the BBB, is important to explain the distribution
of PBDEs in the brain. Contrastingly, PBDE 99has a lower PB than PCB
99 (Weijs et al., 2011), but the samepartition coefficients for the other
tissues.

The lower concentrations of PBDEs in the brain compared to
blubber or other tissues of porpoises are not uncommon and they
have been reported as well in polar bears (Letcher et al., 2009) and
striped dolphins (Isobe et al., 2009). However, none of these studies
included enough information on the lipid composition of the brain to
present this as an alternative explanation next to the presence of
a BBB.

4.1.3. Assimilation efficiency of milk
Levels of PBDEs in harbour porpoise calves depend on the

concentrations of the PBDEs in the milk and on the assimilation
efficiencies. The concentrations of the individual PBDEs used in the
present study were the average of 7 milk samples of harbour
porpoise mothers from the Black Sea in 1997e1998. The assimila-
tion efficiencies for the uptake of PBDEs through milk in harbour
porpoise calves are not reported in the literature so these param-
eters were fitted in order to achieve good model predictions. The
resulting assimilation efficiencies for milk were lower than the
assimilation efficiencies for fish. This can indicate that calves are
somewhat protected against the PBDEs delivered by the milk of
their mothers as they seem to absorb on average only a third of the
PBDEs present in the ingested milk (Table 1). To investigate this
explanation, PBDEs in feces or urine samples of harbour porpoise
calves should be analyzed as the concentrations are expected to be
proportionally much higher than in feces or urine samples of
juvenile or adult harbour porpoises. Unfortunately, samples of feces
and urine were not available for this study in any animal. Never-
theless, even though the calves only absorb a third of the PBDEs
present in the ingested milk, the concentrations in the milk are still
high enough to cause elevated levels in the body of the calves.

4.1.4. Sensitivity analysis
For the sensitivity analysis, the changes in blood curves were

considered. These changes are directly influenced by the blood
parameters which explain the high sensitivity coefficients found for
parameters like the density of blood and the lipid percentage of
blood. Obviously, the combination of input and output has a large
impact on the bioaccumulation of a chemical in an organism.
However, as mentioned earlier, the calculated fish concentrations
and fitted elimination half-lives are the best approach available as
the information about both parameters in the literature is non-
existent. The blubber in marine mammals is the main compart-
ment for storage of lipophilic compounds. Anything that can
compromise that, such as the blood/blubber partition coefficient,
has logically consequences for the distribution of the chemical in the
entire body. The concentrations of PBDE 47 in tissues of the fetus are
muchhigher than the concentrations of the other three PBDEs in the
fetus whichmight explainwhy the PBDE 47model is more sensitive
to small changes in dietary milk input than PBDE 99, 100 and 153.

4.2. Goal 2: assessing temporal trends for PBDEs

Concentrations of PBDEs investigated for North Sea porpoises
decreased from 1990 until 2008, but not at the same rate. There was
a 4.2 times difference between levels of PBDE 99 in porpoises in
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1990-2001 and levels of PBDE 99 in animals from 2002e2008
(Fig. 2B). For PBDE 153, there is a 2.5 times difference between the
two time periods (Fig. 2D) followed by a 2.0 and 1.6 times difference
for PBDE 47 and 100, respectively (Fig. 2A, C). The two time periods
were not the same as for PCBs where the groups were divided from
1990e2000 and from 2001e2008 (Weijs et al., 2011). Since the
production of the Penta-BDE mixture containing the investigated
congeners has been banned since 2004, a difference between PBDE
levels in animals from1990e2004 and from2005e2008would seem
plausible. However, harbour porpoises are top predators in the
aquatic food chains and it takes some time to see the result of changes
in the production or release of chemicals throughout the food chain.
The results show that PBDE concentrations were already decreasing
before PBDEswere banned.However, this conclusion shouldbe taken
with caution because it might be that the two groups are divided
differently with larger sample sizes per year. Although there are
reports of increasing PBDE trends in fish and marine mammals (She
et al., 2002; Lebeuf et al., 2004), there are also studies reporting the
absence of temporal trends (Stapleton et al., 2006) or evendecreasing
trends in guillemot eggs (Sellström et al., 2003) and pike
(Kierkegaard et al., 2004).

Harbour porpoises live for about 20 years and are capable of
producing a calf each year. Because of the high lipid percentage in the
milk, the calves receive high loads of pollutants. In addition, the low
ability for eliminating these compounds in calves, juveniles and
adults ensure that these high loads are retained in the body of the
individual animals and in the population in general. Over 18 years,
PBDE levels have decreased only slowly in harbour porpoises, which
has obviously health implications for the viability of the population.

5. Conclusions

This is the first study to assess the kinetics of PBDEs in a marine
mammal species through PBPK modeling. PBPK models combine
physiological information of the species and biochemical infor-
mation of the pollutant and can connect the typical biomonitoring
data with the results of in vitro studies in a non-invasive manner.
The parameterization and validation of the PBPK models were
executed using PBDE data found in the literature from harbour
porpoises from the Black Sea and North Sea. Although some
parameters from other species were proven to be inadequate for
these models, the final parameterization was carried out by per-
forming computer optimization using data from Black Sea
porpoises. Since the models with the optimized parameters were
capable of visualizing the slow decrease in PBDE levels in North Sea
porpoises from 1990 until 2008, it proves that the use of these
parameters is justified for all harbour porpoises. From this
perspective, the PBPKmodels for PBDEs can be used as a framework
to improve our knowledge about the kinetics of PBDEs in harbour
porpoises and to test future exposure scenarios.

Acknowledgements

LW and AC acknowledge financial support from the Scientific
Research Foundation e Flanders (FWO). KD is a FRS e FNRS
Research Associate. Ursula Siebert, Alexei Birkin and Ludo Holsbeek
are acknowledged for the samples of the harbour porpoises from
the Black Sea. Thierry Jauniaux and SOS Dolfijn, Dolfinarium
Harderwijk, The Netherlands are acknowledged for providing the
samples of the animals from the North Sea.

Appendix. Supplementary data

A description of the sensitivity analyses,1 table with PBDE results
in milk samples, 3 figures, 4 tables with the results of the sensitivity

analyses and a reference list is available in Supporting information, at
doi:10.1016/j.envpol.2011.12.037.

References

ATSDR, 2004. Polybrominated Diphenyl Ethers (PBDEs). Agency for Toxic Substances
and Disease Registry; Division of Toxicology ToxFAQs. Available at: http://www.
atsdr.cdc.gov/toxfaq.html.

Beineke, A., Siebert, U., Wohlsein, P., Baumgärtner, W., 2010. Immunology of whales
and dolphins. Vet. Immunol. Immunopathol. 133, 81e94.

Birnbaum, L.S., Staskal, D.F., 2004. Brominated flame retardants: cause for concern?
Environ. Health Perspect. 112, 9e17.

Bossart, G.D., Reidarson, T.H., Dierauf, L.A., Duffield, D.A., 2001. Clinical pathology.
In: Dierauf, L.A., Gulland, F.M.D. (Eds.), CRC Handbook of Marine Mammal
Medicine, second ed. CRC Press LCC, Florida, USA, pp. 383e436.

Browne, E.P., Stapleton, H.M., Kelly, S.M., Tilton, S.C., Gallagher, E.P., 2009. In vitro
hepatic metabolism of 2,20 ,4,40 ,5-pentabromodiphenyl ether (BDE 99) in
Chinook salmon (Onchorhynchus tshawytscha). Aquat. Toxicol. 92, 281e287.

Burreau, S., Axelman, J., Broman, D., Jakobsson, E., 1997. Dietary uptake in pike
(Esox lucius) of some polychlorinated biphenyls, polychlorinated naphthalenes
and polybrominated diphenyl ethers administered in natural diet. Environ.
Toxicol. Chem. 16, 2508e2513.

Chiu, W.A., Barton, H.A., DeWoskin, R.S., Schlosser, P., Thompson, C.M., Sonawane, B.,
Lipscomb, J.C., Krishnan, K., 2007. Review: evaluation of physiologically based
pharmacokinetic models for use in risk assessment. J. Appl. Toxicol. 27,
218e237.

Das, K., Siebert, U., Gillet, A., Dupont, A., Di-Poï, C., Fonfara, S., Mazzucchelli, G., De
Pauw, E., De Pauw-Gillet, M.C., 2008. Mercury immune toxicity in harbour seals:
links to in vitro toxicity. Environ. Health 7, 52.

Debier, C., Pomeroy, P.P., Dupont, C., Joiris, C., Comblin, V., Le Boulengé, E.,
Larondelle, Y., Thomé, J.P., 2003. Dynamics of PCB transfer from mother to pup
during lactation in UK grey seals Halichoerus grypus: differences in PCB profile
between compartments of transfer and changes during the lactation period.
Mar. Ecol. Progr. Ser. 247, 249e256.

De Boer, J., Wester, P.G., Klamer, H.J.C., Lewis, W.E., Boon, J.P., 1998. Do flame
retardants threaten ocean life? Nature 394, 28e29.

Doolittle, N.D., Petrillo, A., Bell, S., Cummings, P., Eriksen, S., 1998. Bloodebrain
barrier disruption for the treatment of malignant brain tumors: the national
program. J. Neurosci. Nurs. 30, 81e90.

Emond, C., Raymer, J.H., Studabaker, W.B., Garner, C.E., Birnbaum, L.S., 2010.
A physiologically based pharmacokinetic model for developmental exposure to
BDE-47 in rats. Toxicol. Appl. Pharmacol. 242, 290e298.

Frouin, H., Lebeuf, M., Hammill, M., Masson, S., Fournier, M., 2010. Effects of indi-
vidual polybrominated diphenyl ether (PBDE) congeners on harbour seal
immune cells in vitro. Mar. Pollut. Bull. 60, 291e298.

Geyer, H.J., Schramm, K.W., Darnerud, P.O., Aune, M., Feicht, E.A., Fried, K.W.,
Henkelmann, B., Lenoir, D., Schmid, P., McDonald, T.A., 2004. Terminal elimi-
nation half-lives of the brominated flame retardants TBBPA, HBCD, and lower
brominated PBDEs in humans. Organohalogen Compd. 66, 3867e3872.

Hakk, H., Letcher, R.J., 2003. Metabolism in the toxicokinetics and fate of bromi-
nated flame retardants e a review. Environ. Int. 29, 801e828.

Hickie, B.E., Mackay, D., de Koning, J., 1999. Lifetime pharmacokinetic model for
hydrophobic contaminants in marine mammals. Environ. Toxicol. Chem. 18,
2622e2633.

Hickie, B.E., Muir, D.C.G., Addison, R.F., Hoekstra, P.F., 2005. Development and
application of bioaccumulation models to assess persistent organic pollutant
temporal trends in arctic ringed seal (Phoca hispida) populations. Sci. Tot.
Environ. 351e352, 413e426.

Hickie, B.E., Ross, P.S., MacDonald, R.W., Ford, J.K.B., 2007. Killer whales (Orcinus orca)
face protracted health risks associated with lifetime exposure to PCBs. Environ.
Sci. Technol. 41, 6613e6619.

Isobe, T., Ochi, Y., Ramu, K., Yamamoto, T., Tajima, Y., Yamada, T.K., Amano, M.,
Miyazaki, N., Takahashi, S., Tanabe, S., 2009. Organohalogen contaminants in
striped dolphins (Stenella coeruleoalba) from Japan: Present contamination
status, body distribution and temporal trends (1978e2003). Mar. Pollut. Bull.
58, 396e401.

Kelly, B.C., Ikonomou, M.G., Blair, J.D., Morin, A.E., Gobas, F.A.P.C., 2007. Food web-
specific biomagnification of persistent organic pollutants. Science 317,
236e239.

Kierkegaard, A., Bignert, A., Sellström, U., Olsson, M., Asplund, L., Jansson, B., de
Wit, C.A., 2004. Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) and their methoxy-
lated derivatives in pike from Swedish waters with emphasis on temporal
trends, 1967e2000. Environ. Pollut. 130, 187e198.

Lebeuf, M., Gouteux, B., Measures, L., Trottier, S., 2004. Levels and temporal
trends (1988e1999) of polybrominated diphenyl ethers in beluga whales
(Delphinapterus leucas) from the St. Lawrence Estuary, Canada. Environ. Sci.
Technol. 38, 2971e2977.

Letcher, R.J., Gebbink, W.A., Sonne, C., Born, E.W., McKinney, M.A., Dietz, R., 2009.
Bioaccumulation and biotransformation of brominated and chlorinated
contaminants and their metabolites in ringed seals (Pusa hispida) and polar
bears (Ursus maritimus) from East Greenland. Environ. Int. 35, 1118e1124.

Lupton, S.J., McGarrigle, B.P., Olson, J.R., Wood, T.D., Aga, D.S., 2009. Human liver
microsome-mediated metabolism of brominated diphenyl ethers 47, 99, and

L. Weijs et al. / Environmental Pollution 163 (2012) 134e141140



Author's personal copy

153 and identification of their major metabolites. Chem. Res. Toxicol. 22,
1802e1809.

McKinney, M.A., De Guise, S., Martineau, D., Béland, P., Arukwe, A., Letcher, R.J., 2006.
Biotransformation of polybrominated diphenyl ethers and polychlorinated
biphenyls in beluga whale (Delphinapterus leucas) and rat mammalian model
using an in vitro hepatic microsomal assay. Aquat. Toxicol. 77, 87e97.

Miniero, R., De Felip, E., Ferri, F., di Domenico, A., 2001. An overview of TCDD half-
life in mammals and its correlation to body weight. Chemosphere 43, 839e844.

Mörk, A.K., Johanson, G., 2006. A human physiological model describing acetone
kinetics in blood and breath during various levels of physical exercise. Toxicol.
Lett. 164, 6e15.

Munschy, C., Héas-Moisan, K., Tixier, C., Pacepavicius, G., Alaee, M., 2010. Dietary
exposure of juvenile common sole (Solea solea L.) to polybrominated diphenyl
ethers (PBDEs): Part 2. Formation, bioaccumulation and elimination of
hydroxylated metabolites. Environ. Pollut. 158, 3527e3533.

Örn, U., Klasson-Wehler, E., 1998. Metabolism of 2,20 ,4,40-tetrabromodiphenyl ether
in rat and mouse. Xenobiotica 28, 199e211.

Parham, F.M., Kohn, M.C., Matthews, H.B., DeRosa, C., Portier, C.J., 1997. Using
structural information to create physiologically based pharmacokinetic models
for all polychlorinated biphenyls. I. Tissue:blood partition coefficients. Toxicol.
Appl. Pharmacol. 144, 340e347.

Qiu, X.H., Mercado-Feliciano, M., Bigsby, R.M., Hites, R.A., 2007. Measurement of
polybrominated diphenyl ethers and metabolites in mouse plasma after
exposure to a commercial pentabromodiphenyl ether mixture. Environ. Health
Perspect. 115, 1052e1058.

Reddy, M., Yang, R.S.H., Clewell III, H.J., Andersen, M.E., 2005. Physiologically based
Pharmacokinetics: Science and Applications. John Wiley & Sons, 420 pp.

Sandermann Jr., H., 2003. Differential lipid affinity of xenobiotics and natural
compounds. FEBS Lett. 554, 165e168.

Sellström, U., Bignert, A., Kierkegaard, A., Häggberg, L., de Wit, C.A., Olsson, M.,
Jansson, B., 2003. Temporal trend studies on tetra-and pentabrominated
diphenyl ethers and hexabromocyclododecane in guillemot egg from the Baltic
Sea. Environ. Sci. Technol. 37, 5496e5501.

She, J., Petreas, M., Winkler, J., Visita, P., McKinney, M., Kopec, D., 2002. PBDEs in the
San Francisco Bay area: measurements in harbor seal blubber and human breast
adipose tissue. Chemosphere 46, 697e707.

Sonne, C., Gustavson, K., Rigét, F.F., Dietz, R., Birkved, M., Letcher, R.J., Bossi, R.,
Vorkamp, K., Born, E.W., Petersen, G., 2009. Reproductive performance in East
Greenland polar bears (Ursus maritimus) may be affected by organohalogen
contaminants as shown by physiologically based pharmacokinetic (PBPK)
modeling. Chemosphere 77, 1558e1568.

Stapleton, H.M., Dodder, N.G., Kucklick, J.R., Reddy, C.M., Schantz, M.M., Becker, P.R.,
Gulland, F., Porter, B.J., Wise, S.A., 2006. Determination of HBCD, PBDEs and
MeO-BDEs in California sea lions (Zalophus californianus) stranded between
1993 and 2003. Mar. Pollut. Bull. 52, 522e531.

Stapleton, H.M., Kelly, S.M., Pei, R., Letcher, R.J., Gunsch, C., 2009. Metabolism of
polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) by human hepatocytes in vitro.
Environ. Health Perspect. 117, 197e202.

Staskal, D.F., Diliberto, J.J., DeVito, M.J., Birnbaum, L.S., 2005. Toxicokinetics of BDE
47 in female mice: effect of dose, rout of exposure, and time. Toxicol. Sci. 83,
215e223.

Tanabe, S., Madhusree, B., Öztürk, A.A., Tatsukawa, R., Miyazaki, N., Özdamar, E.,
Aral, O., Samsun, O., Öztürk, B., 1997. Isomer-specific analysis of polychlorinated
biphenyls in harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) from the Black Sea. Mar.
Pollut. Bull. 34, 712e720.

Thomas, G.O., Moss, S.E.W., Asplund, L., Hall, A., 2005. Absorption of deca-
bromodiphenyl ether and other organohalogen chemicals by grey seals
(Halichoerus grypus). Environ. Pollut. 133, 581e586.

Voorspoels, S., Covaci, A., Jaspers, V.L.B., Neels, H., Schepens, P., 2007. Bio-
magnification of PBDEs in three small terrestrial food chains. Environ. Sci.
Technol. 41, 411e416.

Weijs, L., Dirtu, A.C., Das, K., Gheorghe, A., Reijnders, P.J.H., Neels, H., Blust, R.,
Covaci, A., 2009a. Interspecies differences for polychlorinated biphenyls and
polybrominated diphenyl ethers in marine top predators from the Southern
North Sea: Part 1. Accumulation patterns in harbour seals and harbour
porpoises. Environ. Pollut. 157, 437e444.

Weijs, L., Dirtu, A.C., Das, K., Gheorghe, A., Reijnders, P.J.H., Neels, H., Blust, R.,
Covaci, A., 2009b. Interspecies differences for polychlorinated biphenyls and
polybrominated diphenyl ethers in marine top predators from the Southern
North Sea: Part 2. Biomagnification in harbour seals and harbour porpoises.
Environ. Pollut. 157, 445e451.

Weijs, L., Das, K., Siebert, U., van Elk, N., Jauniaux, T., Neels, H., Blust, R., Covaci, A.,
2009c. Concentrations of chlorinated and brominated contaminants and their
metabolites in serum of harbour seals and harbour porpoises. Environ. Int. 35,
842e850.

Weijs, L., Yang, R.S.H., Covaci, A., Das, K., Blust, R., 2010a. Physiologically based
pharmacokinetic (PBPK) models for lifetime exposure to PCB 153 in male and
female harbor porpoises (Phocoena phocoena): model development and eval-
uation. Environ. Sci. Technol. 44, 7023e7030.

Weijs, L., Das, K., Neels, H., Blust, R., Covaci, A., 2010b. Occurrence of anthropogenic
and naturally-produced organohalogenated compounds in tissues of Black Sea
harbour porpoises. Mar. Pollut. Bull. 60, 725e731.

Weijs, L., van Elk, C., Das, K., Blust, R., Covaci, A., 2010c. Persistent organic
pollutants and methoxylated PBDEs in harbour porpoises from the North
Sea from 1990 until 2008. Young wildlife at risk? Sci. Tot. Environ. 409,
228e237.

Weijs, L., Covaci, A., Yang, R.S.H., Das, K., Blust, R., 2011. A non-invasive approach to
study lifetime exposure and bioaccumulation of PCBs in protected marine
mammals: PBPK modeling in harbour porpoises. Toxicol. Appl. Pharmacol. 256,
136e145.

L. Weijs et al. / Environmental Pollution 163 (2012) 134e141 141


