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Bioaccumulation and 
biomagnification of short and 
medium chain polychlorinated 
paraffins in different species of fish 
from Liaodong Bay, North China
Huiting Huang1,2, Lirong Gao1, Dan Xia1,2 & Lin Qiao1,2

Chlorinated paraffins (CPs) are highly complex technical mixtures, and the short chain chlorinated 
paraffins (SCCPs) are classed as persistent and have been included in the Stockholm Convention. 
However, there have been few studies of SCCPs and medium chain chlorinated paraffins (MCCPs) and 
their bioaccumulation and biomagnification in different species of fish. The present study investigated 
the levels, congener group profiles, bioaccumulation, and biomagnification of SCCPs and MCCPs 
in different species of fish from Liaodong Bay, North China. The ranges for the ΣSCCP and ΣMCCP 
concentrations were 376.3–8596 ng/g lipid weight (lw) and 22.37–5097 ng/g lw, respectively. The 
logarithms of bioaccumulation factors of ΣSCCPs ranged from 4.69 to 6.05, implying that SCCPs 
bioaccumulated in the fish. The trophic magnification factor of ΣSCCPs was 2.57, indicating that SCCPs 
could biomagnify in fish. Carbon chain length, the numbers of chlorine atoms, and octanol/water 
partition coefficients of the SCCPs and MCCPs might be important factors affecting the bioaccumulation 
of these chemicals in fish. The risk posed to human health by consumption of fish containing SCCPs was 
low. New SCCPs with nine carbons (C9) were detected in fish in this study.

Chlorinated paraffins (CPs) are polychlorinated n-alkanes with low volatility that have flame retardant and good 
electrical insulation properties. They are also inexpensive and widely used as flame retardants and plasticizers, and 
added to products such as paints, coatings, metal working fluids, and sealants1–3. Depending on their carbon chain 
length, CPs are classified into the following three categories: short chain chlorinated paraffins (SCCPs, C10–13),  
medium chain chlorinated paraffins (MCCPs, C14–17), and long chain chlorinated paraffins (LCCPs, C18–30)4, 5.  
The degree of chlorination of CPs is usually between 30 and 70% by weight4. Because of their toxicity6–8, persis-
tence9–13, and potential to undergo long-range transport14, 15 and bioaccumulate16, 17, SCCPs have been included 
on the list of persistent organic pollutants in the Stockholm Convention.

China began to produce CPs in the late 1950s, and the total yield has continuously increased since then. In 
2003, the annual production of SCCPs in China was approximately 150 kilotonnes18. This increased to 600,000 
tons in 200719, and 1000,000 tons in 200916. China has become the main producer, user, and exporter of CPs in the 
world. Release of CPs can occur during their production, storage, transportation, and use, and during disposal 
of CPs and products that contain them20. SCCPs and MCCPs are found in all environmental matrices in China, 
including air21, water22, sediments23, soil24, biota16, terrestrial bird species2, mollusks25, and marine mammals18.

Fish are known to accumulate hydrophobic organochlorine pollutants in the environment26. Because food, 
and especially fish, is an important route of uptake of CP contaminants27, it is necessary to assess the levels of 
pollution in fish. However, limited data are available on SCCP and MCCP concentrations in fish28–32. Zhou et al. 
recently investigated the total CP concentrations for one fish species from the Yangtze River Delta, but did not 
study CP homologue group patterns33. Saborido Basconcillo et al. discussed the atmospheric sources or urban/
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industrial sources based on SCCP and MCCP homologue group profiles in top predatory fish across Canada34, 
but did not investigate bioaccumulation and biomagnification in fish. Zeng et al. and Ma et al. have conducted 
studies on bioaccumulation and biomagnification of SCCPs in food webs16, 35, but these studies were limited to 
SCCPs other than MCCPs. Furthermore, a study from Lake Ontario and Lake Michigan showed that SCCPs 
and MCCPs could bioaccumulate and biomagnify in food webs17, but did not discuss the effect of carbon chain 
length, chlorine atoms, octanol–water partition coefficients (Kow), and other factors on bioaccumulation and 
biomagnification.

To study the bioaccumulation and biomagnification of SCCPs and MCCPs in fish, different species of fish 
from Liaodong Bay, North China were collected. SCCPs and MCCPs were analyzed using comprehensive 
two-dimensional gas chromatography-electron-capture negative ionization-high resolution time-of-flight mass 
spectrometry (GC × GC-ECNI-HRTOF-MS). The three major objectives of the present study were as follows: (1) 
to investigate the levels and congener group profiles of SCCPs and MCCPs in different species of fish in this area; 
(2) to study bioaccumulation and biomagnification of SCCPs and MCCPs in the fish; and (3) to assess the human 
health risk of SCCPs and MCCPs in the fish.

Results and Discussion
Levels of SCCP and MCCP in fish. SCCPs and MCCPs were detected in all the fish samples collected from 
Liaodong Bay (Table 1). SCCP concentrations in the fish ranged from 67.80 to 1831 ng/g wet weight (ww), with 
an average of 427.8 ng/g ww. The MCCP concentrations were between 4.03 and 1022 ng/g ww with a mean value 
of 132.2 ng/g ww. The lipid weight (lw) for SCCPs ranged from 376.3 to 8596 ng/g lw (mean 2131 ng/g), and for 
MCCPs ranged from 22.37 to 5097 ng/g lw (mean 654 ng/g). 

SCCP concentrations and MCCP concentrations in the present study were much more than those found in 
earlier studies for SCCPs (11–70 ng/g ww) and MCCPs (7–47 ng/g ww) in cod liver samples from the European 
Arctic31. In addition, the concentrations were more than 10 times higher than the SCCP concentrations (49–
820 ng/g lw) and MCCP concentrations (6.2–320 ng/g lw) found in human milk-fat samples from the UK36. The 
present concentrations were also much higher than SCCP concentrations (19–286 ng/g ww) and MCCP concen-
trations (25–260 ng/g ww) in fish from the North Sea and Baltic Sea29. Similar CP concentrations (7000 ng/g lw) 
have been found in eels from rice fields in the Yangtze River Delta, China33. This comparison of results clearly 
shows that the CP concentrations measured to date in fish have been higher in China than in any other country in 
the world, and this emphasizes the importance of further studies of CPs in the environment in China.

Among the fish species, lipid normalized SCCP concentrations were the highest in bastard halibut (8596 ng/g 
lw), followed by turbot (4035 ng/g lw). The lowest level was observed in cod (376.3 ng/g lw), and the second lowest 
level was in abalone (440.2 ng/g lw). For MCCP, lipid normalized concentrations were the highest in the turbot 
(1022 ng/g lw), followed by bastard halibut (706.5 ng/g lw). Again, the lowest level was in cod (22.37 ng/g lw), and 
the second lowest in abalone (63.48 ng/g lw). In all the fish except turbot, the SCCP concentrations were higher 
than the MCCP concentrations. Turbot could have different absorption rates of SCCPs and MCCPs compared 
with the other fish species. Except for turbot, there was a significant positive relationship between the concen-
trations of SCCPs and those of MCCPs in all the fish species (R2 = 0.84, p < 0.001, Fig. 1). This implies that these 
species of fish have similar uptake pathways and comparable net uptake rates of SCCPs and MCCPs18, 37.

Congener and homologue group patterns. Congener distributions of SCCPs and MCCPs in the fish 
are shown in Fig. 2. For all fish species, C10 was the primary homologue group of SCCPs with an average con-
tribution of about 55.6% of the total SCCPs (Fig. 2(a)). This is similar to earlier results, which showed a rela-
tively higher abundance of C10 congeners than other congeners in fish from the North Sea29. For most of the fish 
species (bastard halibut, ray, yellow croaker, bass, Spanish mackerel, abalone and cod), congeners with 10 and 
11 carbon atoms dominated the composition profiles with an average contribution of about 85.2% of the total 
SCCPs (Fig. 2(a)). Ma et al. found that C10 and C11 (82.3 ± 7.7%) were the most abundant groups in organisms 
(zooplankton, invertebrates, and fishes) from Liaodong Bay, China16. C10 and C11 homologue groups have been 
also found to predominate in the finless porpoise18 and terrestrial birds2. By contrast, for the other three fish 

Fish species

SCCP 
concentrations 
(ng/g ww)

SCCP 
concentrations 
(ng/g lw)

MCCP 
concentrations 
(ng/g ww)

MCCP 
concentrations 
(ng/g lw)

Bastard halibut 1831 ± 586* 8596 ± 2751 150.5 ± 51.1 706.5 ± 240.2

Turbot 808.8 ± 347.8 4035 ± 1735 1022 ± 449 5097 ± 2242

Ray 166.1 ± 69.8 2233 ± 938 8.11 ± 3.32 109.0 ± 44.6

Navodon septentrionalis 390.0 ± 136.5 1750 ± 612 83.76 ± 26.80 375.9 ± 120.2

Yellow croaker 328.1 ± 134.5 1383 ± 567 13.09 ± 5.62 55.19 ± 23.73

Bass 195.3 ± 85.9 974.5 ± 428.7 4.92 ± 2.06 24.57 ± 10.31

Capelin 231.3 ± 83.3 863.0 ± 310.6 8.11 ± 3.08 30.26 ± 11.49

Spanish mackerel 155.7 ± 60.7 660.2 ± 257.4 12.72 ± 5.34 53.92 ± 22.64

Abalone 103.7 ± 43.6 440.2 ± 184.8 14.96 ± 5.83 63.48 ± 24.75

Cod 67.80 ± 30.51 376.3 ± 169.3 4.03 ± 1.65 22.37 ± 9.17

Table 1. SCCP and MCCP concentrations in different species of fish. *Values shown are mean 
concentrations ± standard deviation.
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species in this study (turbot, Navodon septentrionalis, and capelin), an almost equal abundance of SCCP homo-
logue groups was observed and C10 and C11 accounted for 53.9% of the total SCCPs (Fig. 2(a)). This is similar to 
results for terrestrial bird species inhabiting an e-waste recycling site in Guangdong province, South China2. In 
the present study, the predominant chlorinated homologue group pattern for SCCPs in all the fish species was 
Cl6, Cl7, and Cl8. In total they added up to 93.6% of all SCCPs (Fig. 2(c)). Zeng et al. also found that C11–12 groups 
with 6–8 chlorines were the dominant congeners in fish from Gaobeidian Lake, China35. Although the dominant 
carbon chain lengths found by Zeng et al. (C11–12) were different from those in the present study (C10–11), the pri-
mary homologue group patterns (Cl6–8) were the same. This comparsion result might be because of the different 
pollution sources34. In the present study, congener patterns varied widely among the different species, and this 
could be caused by differences in transport and distribution in the environment as well as bioaccumulation and 
metabolization29. The most abundant homologue groups of SCCPs in the present study were generally C10Cl6 and 
C10Cl7 in all the fish species.

Congener distributions of MCCPs showed that C14 was the dominating homologue group in all the fish spe-
cies, accounting for 60.7–96.5% of total MCCPs (Fig. 2(b)). C15 was the second most abundant group (6.7–24.0%), 
followed by C16 and C17. The distribution of the homologue groups of MCCPs in present study was consistent 
with that in biota from the European Arctic31, and in top predatory fish from nine freshwater bodies across 
Canada34. MCCPs with between seven and nine chlorines (total contribution 90.1%) predominated in all fish 
samples (Fig. 2(d)), and C14Cl7 and C14Cl8 were the most abundant groups. A similar profile was observed in top 
predatory fish from Lake Huron, Lake Ontario, and the Saint Lawrence River34.

Bioaccumulation. Bioaccumulation factors (BAFs) are derived from concentration data collected in the 
environment, and used to determine whether it is possible for a chemical to bioaccumulate38. If the BAF of the 
chemical is greater than 5000, it is considered bioaccumulative. In the present study, BAFs were calculated in the 
fish species from Liaodong Bay based on SCCP values measured in fish and water samples. The water data were 
obtained from a study16. The details for the calculation method and results are shown in the SI (Table S1). The log 

Figure 1. Correlation between ∑SCCPs and ∑MCCPs in the fish.

Figure 2. Congener group abundance profiles of SCCPs and MCCPs in the fish.
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BAFs of ΣSCCPs for the different fish species ranged from 4.69 to 6.05 with an average value of 5.24, indicating 
that SCCPs bioaccumulated in the fish. The log BAFs were slightly higher than those found in fish from Liaodong 
Bay, China16 (range 4.7–5.6, mean 5.08), but were slightly lower than those reported in trout from Lake Ontario17 
(range 5.2–6.4, mean 6.1). The highest and lowest log BAFs in the present study were found in bastard halibut and 
cod, respectively. The lipid content and trophic level (TL) of bastard halibut were 1.94% and 3.81, respectively. 
The lipid content and TL of cod were 0.71% and 3.56, respectively. Wan et al. found that lipid content and TL were 
dominant factors determining accumulation of ΣPCBs in fish39. Based on this, and the fact that SCCPs and PCBs 
have similar properties, it is likely that lipid content and TL are important factors that determine the accumula-
tion of SCCPs. Therefore, TL and lipid content might influence the accumulation of SCCPs in fish.

The log BAFs of 48 SCCP congeners ranged from 2.14 to 7.43 (mean 4.95), with the highest value for C13Cl8 in 
bastard halibut and the lowest value for C12Cl5 in Navodon septentrionalis. The ranges of log BAFs were similar to 
those in an earlier study16, where the log BAFs of SCCP congener groups for all organisms varied from 4.1 to 6.7 
(average 5.1). In addition, they were similar to the range (4.1–7.5) in Lake Ontario for SCCP congeners that were 
detected in water and aquatic organisms17. Based on the average log BAFs for SCCP congener groups in the dif-
ferent fish species, three SCCP congeners (C11Cl5, C12Cl5, and C13Cl5) might not bioaccumulate in the fish. The log 
BAFs of C11Cl5, C12Cl5, and C13Cl5 were 3.03, 2.83, and 3.26, respectively. The low BAFs could be attributed to the 
low chlorination of these SCCPs, which would mean they would be easy to metabolize and eliminate compared 
with SCCPs with higher chlorination32, 40.

The log BAF values of the SCCP congener groups increased with increasing carbon chain length (Fig. 3(a)), 
although there was no significant linear relationship between them. This result is consistent with the conclusion of 
an earlier study of dietary exposure of juvenile rainbow trout, which found that the bioaccumulation potential of 
SCCP congeners generally increased with carbon chain length12. Another earlier study found a slight increasing 
trend for log BAFs with the number of carbon atoms (p > 0.05) in different fish species35. In addition, Ma et al. 
found a significant increasing trend between BAF values of SCCP congener groups and carbon chain length16. 
Therefore, as the carbon chain length increases, the bioaccumulation potential of SCCP congeners will increase.

A parabolic correlation was observed between log BAFs and the number of chlorine atoms (R2 = 0.64, 
p < 0.001), with the maximum value occurring at approximately eight chlorine atoms (Fig. 3(b)). Similar results 
were observed for the log BAF and chlorine contents (R2 = 0.56, p < 0.001) (Fig. 3(c)). These results are similar 
to those of Zhu et al.40 and Wang et al.41, who found a parabolic correlation between log BCFs and the number of 
chlorine atoms for PCB congeners. By contrast, Ma et al. and Zeng et al. observed a significant or non-significant 
linear relationship between log BAFs and the number of chlorine atoms16, 35. In the present study, the upward 
trend in the initial part of the parabolic curve could be attributed to the following: (1) a significant linear rela-
tionship between log Kow and the number of chlorine atoms (R2 = 0.48, p < 0.001) (Fig. S1), and (2) for small 
molecules, the bioaccumulation potential (log BAF) increased as the hydrophobicity increased (log Kow). The 
downward trend in the latter part of the parabolic curve when the number of chlorine atoms was greater than 

Figure 3. Relationships between log BAF of the SCCP congener groups and the number of carbon atoms, 
chlorine atoms, chlorine contents, and log Kow.
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eight could be attributed to the following: (1) the difficulty for highly chlorinated SCCP congeners (large mol-
ecules) to migrate across membranes, and (2) the relatively fast metabolic degradation of higher chlorinated 
SCCPs in fish compared with lower chlorinated congeners41.

The BAF values of the SCCP congener groups showed a significant linear increasing trend with increasing 
Kow (Fig. 3(d)), indicating that Kow might be a major factor governing congener specific bioaccumulation. Similar 
results have been reported by Zeng et al.35 and Ma et al.16. To a certain extent, the above results imply that carbon 
chain length, number of chlorine atoms, Kow values, lipid content, TL, fish habit, and metabolization might be 
important factors determining the bioaccumulation of SCCP congeners in fish.

The bioaccumulation potential of MCCPs in the fish could be evaluated using BAF and Kow values. In the 
present study, the MCCP concentrations in the water from Liaodong Bay were not available, and BAF values 
could not be calculated for the MCCPs. The current international protocol for persistent organic pollutants and 
management policies in Canada consider chemicals with a log Kow > 5 as bioaccumulative42. Reported log Kow 
values for MCCPs were in the range 6.83–8.9643. Therefore, MCCPs are considered as bioaccumulative, and this 
has been shown in other study17, 44.

Biomagnification. To investigate biomagnification, we selected a number of aquatic species across multiple 
trophic levels and with predator–prey relationships. Samples were collected of invertebrates (jellyfish, Conch 
neptunea, clams, and Patinopecten yessoensis and mantis shrimp) and fish (bastard halibut, ray, Navodon septen-
trionalis, bass, and abalone). Stable isotopes of nitrogen are useful for assessing the TL of a marine species16. In 
the present study, TLs were determined based on stable nitrogen isotope ratios to investigate if biomagnification 
of SCCPs and MCCPs occurred in the organisms. The results (Fig. S2) showed that the TLs of the selected aquatic 
species ranged from 2.31 to 3.81. Trophic magnification factors (TMFs) were calculated as 10 to the power of the 
slope of the linear regression line between the logarithms of the concentrations (lw) of the CPs and the TLs (e.g. 
TMF = 10b where b = the slope). The TMFs were used to estimate the magnitude of biomagnification of CPs in 
the organisms. The above ten species organism were included in the TMF determinations (see Table S2).

The calculated TMFs ranged from 0.39 to 11.47 for the SCCP congeners (24 congeners analyzed individually, 
Table S3). The TMFs of SCCP congener groups in this study were similar to or slightly higher than those (1.45–
5.65) of SCCP congeners in the marine web in Liaodong Bay16, in the food web in Lake Ontario (0.47–1.5)17, 
and in Lake Michigan (0.41–2.4)17. The TMFs of C10Cl7 and C10Cl8 were 4.80 and 6.91, respectively (Table S3, 
p < 0.05). The TMFs of C11Cl6, C11Cl7, C11Cl8, and C11Cl9 were 3.96, 10.33, 11.47 and 8.32, respectively (Table S3, 
p < 0.05). The above TMFs were all greater than one and indicated biomagnification occurred in the organism38, 45.  
The specific TMFs for other homologue groups were not evaluated because of their weak linear relationships 
(p > 0.05). For the predominant carbon chains, the mean TMFs were 3.69 for C10 (p = 0.06), and 8.39 for C11 
(p < 0.05), showing biomagnification of these compounds occurred. The TMF of ΣSCCPs was 2.57, indicating 
that biomagnification of SCCPs could occur in the fish.

The calculated TMFs of MCCP congeners ranged from 0.23 to 2.92 (Table S3). The TMFs in the present study 
were higher than those (0.06–0.36) found for MCCP congeners in a food web in Lake Ontario17. For the predomi-
nant carbon chain length (C14), the mean TMF was 3.69 (p > 0.05). The TMF of the ΣMCCPs was 0.71 (R2 = 0.02, 
p > 0.05). Linear relationships (Table S3) between the logarithms of the concentrations of ΣMCCPs (lw) in the 
organisms and TLs were weak, with almost all the r2 values smaller than 0.1 and all p values greater than 0.05. 
Therefore, MCCP biomagnification in the fish did not occur.

Evaluation of the risk to human health. The risk evaluation for SCCPs was based on the following: (1) 
the World Health Organization (WHO) health guidelines for neoplastic effects (tumor formation) of 11 µg/kg bw/
day; and (2) the International Programme on Chemical Safety (IPCS) tolerable daily intake for SCCPs of 100 µg/
kg bw/day46. The estimated daily intake (EDI, ng/kg bw/day) was used to represent the daily intake of SCCP via 
fish consumption per person per day and was calculated as follows:

=
×C CV
BW

EDI (1)

where C is the average concentration of SCCPs in the fish (ng/g ww), CV is the quantity of fish consumed per per-
son per day (g/person/day), and BW is the average mass of the consumer (set at 60 kg). In the Chinese population, 
the rate of fish consumption for the low fish consumption group was set at 11 g/person/day, and the rate of fish 
consumption for the high fish consumption group was set at 119 g/person/day47.

For the low and high consumption groups, the EDIs for consumption of all species of fish (Table 2) were lower 
than the WHO and IPCS guidelines. However, when the high consumption group ate bastard halibut, the EDI 
was 33% of the WHO health guideline (11 µg/kg bw/day), which means that the WHO guideline could be easily 
exceeded if a person consumes this kind of fish regularly. Therefore, consumers, especially those who eat fish reg-
ularly, should adjust their diet to reduce the risk of exceeding the WHO and IPCS guidelines. In addition, because 
of the similar physico-chemical properties and toxicity profiles of SCCPs and MCCPs, simultaneous exposure to 
SCCPs and MCCPs will increase the risk45.

Detection of new SCCPs with nine carbon atoms in the fish. CPs are extremely complex mixtures 
because there are many possible positions for chlorine atom substitution48. In these complex mixtures, many of 
the CP congeners have similar chromatographic retention characteristics and cannot be separated and identified 
using one-dimensional gas chromatography. The GC × GC-HRTOF-MS method49 used in this study has high 
resolution, high sensitivity, and high peak capacity, and could separate CPs in these complex mixtures. Previously, 
studies have focused on only the C10–13 SCCPs, and SCCPs with nine carbons (C9) have not been investigated. 
One study made reference to C9 congeners because they have similar mass-to-charge ratios to C14 congeners and 
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cannot be separated from them using low resolution mass spectrometry50. Wyatt et al. pointed out that studies 
in rats and mice have shown SCCPs are potentially carcinogenic, while there is no evidence of carcinogenicity 
for MCCPs and LCCPs6. In addition, some studies have reported that the toxicities of CP congeners generally 
increase as the carbon chain length decreases45, 50. Therefore, it is important to study C9 congeners.

In the present study, standard SCCP (C10–13) and MCCP (C14–17) mixtures with different chlorine contents 
were used to establish linear calibration curves. Because these standards did not contain C9 compounds, a semi 
quantitative method was to describe the relative amounts of C9 congeners as the percentage ratio of relative abun-
dance of each homologue over the total relative abundance. Because most of the C9 congeners were detected at 
very low concentrations, only two C9 congeners (C9Cl6 and C9Cl7) were determined. The relative amounts of these 
C9 congeners in all the fish ranged from 0.92% to 8.38% (Table 3). The relative amounts of C9 congeners were 
more than those of C12 or C13 congeners in half of the fish species (ray, yellow croaker, bass, Spanish mackerel 
and cod). Because C9 and C10 have similar characteristics, the percentage ratio of relative abundance of C9 over 
that of C10 was calculated. The results from this ranged from 1.46% to 14.05%. Therefore, C9 is important in risk 
assessments and an accurate method needs to be developed for its quantification.

Conclusion
The SCCP and MCCP levels in the fish from Liaodong Bay are higher than or comparable to those in other stud-
ies. The C10 and Cl6–8 SCCPs and C14 and Cl7–9 MCCPs are the primary homologue groups in all of the fish species. 
The log BAFs of the SCCPs indicate bioaccumulation of SCCPs occurs in the fish, except for three SCCP con-
geners (C11Cl5, C12Cl5, and C13Cl5). The properties of the SCCP congeners (e.g. carbon chain length, number of 
chlorine atoms, and Kow), lipid content, trophic level and habit of the fish, and metabolization might be important 
factors affecting the bioaccumulation of SCCP congeners in the fish. Based on the Kow values of the MCCP con-
geners, the MCCPs are considered as bioaccumulative. For the predominant carbon chain, the mean TMFs are 
3.69 for C10, and 8.39 for C11, showing biomagnification of these compounds occurs in the organism. The TMF of 
ΣSCCPs is 2.57, indicating that SCCPs also have biomagnification potential in fish. The results suggest the risk to 
humans posed by consumption of fish containing SCCPs is low. We detected new SCCPs (C9) in the fish samples. 
Further research is required for toxicology and risk assessments.

Methods
Sample collection and preparation. Liaodong Bay is one of the three bays forming the Bohai Gulf, the 
innermost gulf of the Yellow Sea, in northeast China. And it borders Liaoning province. Ten species of fish and five 
species of invertebrates were collected from Liaodong Bay, North China in July 2014. All samples were wrapped 

Fish species

EDI of SCCPs (ng/kg d)

Population 
eating less fish

Population 
eating more fish

Bastard halibut 335.7 3631

Turbot 148.3 1604

Ray 30.45 329.4

Navodon septentrionalis 71.50 773.5

Yellow croaker 60.16 650.8

Bass 35.81 387.4

Capelin 42.41 458.8

Spanish mackerel 28.55 308.9

Abalone 19.02 205.7

Cod 12.43 134.5

Table 2. Estimated daily intake for SCCPs in fish tissue.

Fish species C9 C10 C11 C12 C13 C9/C10

Bastard halibut 5.58 39.73 28.81 13.32 12.56 14.05

Turbot 1.37 31.99 23.00 15.25 28.39 4.30

Ray 8.38 60.34 20.19 7.48 3.62 13.89

Navodon septentrionalis 0.42 28.58 21.86 23.60 25.54 1.46

Yellow croaker 2.15 86.09 8.54 1.51 1.71 2.50

Bass 6.05 76.60 12.67 2.68 1.99 7.90

Capelin 0.92 30.49 24.34 26.20 18.04 3.00

Spanish mackerel 6.98 66.21 17.01 4.40 5.39 10.54

Abalone 4.54 35.39 23.85 20.97 15.26 12.83

Cod 5.63 73.80 13.95 3.24 3.37 7.63

Table 3. The percentage of relative peak area of each component accounting for total relative peak area in the 
fish.
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in aluminum foil and transported to the laboratory. The fish samples were weighed and their lengths measured 
(Table 4). Details for the invertebrate samples are listed in Table S4. All samples were freeze-dried, ground, 
homogenized, and stored in amber glass bottles at −20°C until required for extraction. The mass differences 
before and after freeze-drying the samples were used to calculate their water contents (Table 4). A 2-g dry sample 
was spiked with surrogate standard (2.5 ng of 13C10-trans-chlordane), and then extracted with dichlorometh-
ane (DCM)/n-hexane (1:1, v/v) in an accelerated solvent extraction apparatus (ASE350; Dionex, Sunnyvale, CA, 
USA). The extraction conditions were as follows: three extraction cycles at 100 °C and 1.03 × 104 kPa, 5 min of 
heating, a 10 min static extraction, a flush volume of 60% and a N2 purge time of 60 s. The extract was evaporated 
to about 2 mL using a rotary evaporator (Heidolph, Schwabach, Germany). The lipid content was determined 
gravimetrically (Table 4), and the details for the calculation are given in the Supplementary information (SI).

The extracts were primarily cleaned up using gel permeation chromatography to remove sulfur containing 
compounds, lipids, and other interfering compounds (e.g. toxaphenes). The sample was added to the column, and 
then the column was cleaned with 70 mL of DCM/n-hexane (1:1 v/v), which was discarded. The sample was eluted 
with 130 mL of DCM/n-hexane (1:1 v/v), which was collected for further cleanup. The extract was then reduced to 
about 1 mL under reduced pressure. A multi-layer silica gel column was prepared by packing with 3 g of Florisil, 
2 g of activated silica gel, 5 g of acidified silica gel (44% mass fraction sulfuric acid), and 5 g of anhydrous Na2SO4 
from bottom to top. The multilayer column was rinsed with 50 mL of n-hexane before use. Then the sample was 
added and eluted with 40 mL of n-hexane, which was discarded. Afterwards, the column was eluted with 100 mL 
of DCM/n-hexane (1:1 v/v), which was collected for analysis of CPs. The eluate was concentrated to about 5 mL 
using a rotary evaporator. The fraction containing SCCPs and MCCPs was reduced to about 0.5 mL and trans-
ferred to a vial. The solution in the vial was further concentrated to near dryness under a gentle stream of N2. The 
solvent was replaced with 50 µL of cyclohexane. Before analysis, 2.5 ng of ɛ-hexachlorocyclohexane (ε-HCH) was 
added to the vial as an injection internal standard.

Instrumentation and quantification. The GC × GC-ECNI-HRTOF-MS analyses were conducted using 
an Agilent 7890 A GC (Agilent Technologies, Santa Clara, CA, USA) fitted with a ZX2004 loop cryogenic mod-
ulator (Zoex corporation, Houston, TX, USA) interfaced with a high resolution time-of-flight MS (Tofwerk, 
Thun, Switzerland) operated in ECNI mode. For all fish samples, SCCPs and MCCPs analyses were carried on a 
GC × GC-ENCI-HRTOF-MS instrument. The first-dimension column was an Agilent DB-5 (5% diphenyl, 95% 
dimethyl polysiloxane; 30 m × 0.25-mm inner diameter (i.d.), 0.25-μm film thickness). The second-dimension 
column was a SGE BPX-50 (50% diphenyl, 50% dimethyl arylene polysiloxane; 1 m × 0.10-mm i.d., 0.10-μm film 
thickness). The initial GC oven temperature was 140 °C for 1 min, and then increased at 10 °C/min to 200 °C, and 
finally increased at 1.5 °C/min to 310 °C, and maintained at 310 °C for 5 min.

Injections were performed in splitless mode with an injection volume of 1.0 μL and an inlet temperature of 
280 °C. The carrier gas flow rate (helium, 99.999% pure) was constant at 1 mL/min. Methane was used as the 
ECNI ionization agent with a flow rate of 2 mL/min. The electron energy was 125 eV and the emission current 
was 0.1 mA. The ion source and transfer line temperatures were 200 °C and 280 °C, respectively. The modulation 
period was 8 s. The hot gas duration time was 300 ms. The modulator hot gas temperature was 350 °C. The data 
acquisition speed was 100 Hz. This instrument had a mass resolution of 5000 (full width at half maximum) and 
a mass precision of 5 ppm or 0.002 u, using perfluoroperhydrophenanthrene for mass calibration. GC × GC data 
were processed using GC Image® R2.5 Software (GC Image, Lincoln, NE, USA).

The two most abundant [M-Cl]− ions were detected in full scan mode as quantitative and qualitative ions. 
The most abundant [M-Cl]− ion was used as a quantification ion and the next most abundant ion was used as 
a qualification ion50. The quantification of SCCP congeners and MCCP congeners was conducted based on an 
established technique48. The quantification method has been reported in another study49 and was mainly depend-
ent on linear correlation between the total response factors for CP standard mixtures and their chlorine content. 
In total, 48 SCCP (C10–13Cl5–10) and MCCP (C14–17Cl5–10) congeners were analyzed in the samples in this study. 
Detailed information on the chemicals can be found in the SI.

English names Latin names
Number of 
samples Weight (g)

Length 
(cm)

Trophic 
level

Water 
content (%)

Lipid
content
(%)

Capelin mallotusvillosus 23 12.10–15.60 9–12 3.33a 70.48b 9.19c

Yellow croaker Larimichthys polyactis 15 46.51–68.80 16–20 3.62 74.50 6.97

Cod Gadus 3 319.1–487.0 41–47 3.56 81.85 0.71

Turbot Scophthalmus maximus 1 891.3 35 3.87 79.77 0.91

Bastard halibut Cleisthenes herzensteini 5 101.1–118.1 23–25 3.81 78.28 1.94

Navodon septentrionalis Thamnaconus modestus 3 199.9–378.2 24–31 3.41 77.60 0.54

Bass Cantharus 2 589.5–1038 38–42 3.18 79.35 2.94

Abalone Abalone 10 24.48–62.32 5–10 2.98 76.27 0.70

Spanish mackerel Spanish lacertus 3 320.8–488.4 32–37 3.65 75.38 4.19

Ray Rajiformes 8 102.3–123.5 30–33 3.53 92.50 0.84

Table 4. Details of fish samples collected from the Liaodong Bay, North China. a,b,care arithmetic mean value.

http://S4
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Quality assurance and quality control. To eliminate background contamination, all glassware was heated 
to 200 °C, and thoroughly rinsed with methanol, acetone, and dichloromethane in succession. The results for three 
procedural blanks indicated that the concentrations of both SCCPs and MCCPs in the blanks were less than 5% of 
those found in the fish samples. Therefore, the final concentrations of SCCPs and MCCPs reported in this study 
were not blank corrected. The method detection limit (MDL), which was defined as the average CP contents in 
the blanks plus three times the standard deviation, was 9.4 ng/g for the SCCPs and 7.0 ng/g for the MCCPs in the 
fish. The recovery was calculated by dividing the ratio of the surrogate standard (13C10-trans-chlordane) and injec-
tion internal standard (ε-HCH) in each sample by the ratio of 13C10-trans-chlordane and ε-HCH in the appro-
priate standard solution. The surrogate recoveries of 13C10-trans-chlordane in all the fish samples ranged from 
61.0% to 92.6%. Two of ten species of fish were randomly selected for parallel experiments. The relative standard 
deviation obtained after repeating the analysis of each sample seven times was less than 15%. Atmospheric nitro-
gen was used as δ15N standard. The laboratory working standard was STD-27 (δ15Nair = 7.0 ± 0.15‰). Replicate 
measurements of STD-27 gave a measurement error of 0.15‰ for stable nitrogen isotope measurements.

Ethic Statements. No experiment on live vertebrates and higher invertebrates was included in this study. 
The study was carried out in compliance with relevant laws, guidelines, and regulations of China and under a 
permit issued by the Research Center for Eco-Environmental Sciences, Chinese Academy of Sciences.

References
 1. Gao, Y. et al. Optimized cleanup method for the determination of short chain polychlorinated n-alkanes in sediments by high 

resolution gas chromatography/electron capture negative ion-low resolution mass spectrometry. Anal. Chim. Acta. 703, 187–193 
(2011).

 2. Luo, X. J., Sun, Y. X., Wu, J. P., Chen, S. J. & Mai, B. X. Short-chain chlorinated paraffins in terrestrial bird species inhabiting an 
e-waste recycling site in South China. Environ. Pollut. 198, 41–46 (2015).

 3. Bayen, S., Obbard, J. P. & Thomas, G. O. Chlorinated paraffins: a review of analysis and environmental occurrence. Environ. Int. 32, 
915–929 (2006).

 4. Feo, M. L., Eljarrat, E., Barceló, D. & Barceló, D. Occurrence, fate and analysis of polychlorinated n-alkanes in the environment. 
TrAC Trends in Anal. Chem. 28, 778–791 (2009).

 5. Korytar, P., Haglund, P., Deboer, J. & Brinkman, U. Comprehensive two-dimensional gas chromatography for the analysis of 
organohalogenated micro-contaminants. TrAC Trends in Anal. Chem. 25, 373–396 (2006).

 6. Wyatt, I., Coutss, C. & Elcombe, C. The effect of chlorinated paraffins on hepatic enzymes and thyroid hormones. Toxicology 77, 
81–90 (1993).

 7. Cooley, H. et al. Examination of the behavior and liver and thyroid histology of juvenile rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss) 
exposed to high dietary concentrations of C10-, C11-, C12- and C14-polychlorinated n-alkanes. Aquat. Toxicol. 54, 81–99 (2001).

 8. Di Toro, D. M. et al. Technical basis for establishing sediment quality criteria for nonionic organic chemicals using equilibrium 
partitioning. Environ. Toxicol. chem. 10, 1541–1583 (1991).

 9. Atkinson, R. Kinetics and mechanisms of the gas-phase reactions of the hydroxyl radical with organic compounds under 
atmospheric conditions. Chem. Rev. 86, 69–201 (1986).

 10. Meylan, W. M. & Howard, P. H. Computer estimation of the atmospheric gas-phase reaction rate of organic compounds with 
hydroxyl radicals and ozone. Chemosphere 26, 2293–2299 (1993).

 11. Madeley, J. R. & Birtley, R. D. Chlorinated paraffins and the environment. 2. Aquatic and avian toxicology. Environ. Sci. Technol. 14, 
1215–1221 (1980).

 12. Fisk, A. T., Wiens, S. C., Webster, G., Bergman, Å. & Muir, D. C. Accumulation and depuration of sediment-sorbed C12- and C16-
polychlorinated alkanes by oligochaetes (Lumbriculus variegatus). Environ. Toxicol. chem. 17, 2019–2026 (1998).

 13. Thompson, R. & Noble, H. Short-chain chlorinated paraffins (C10-13, 65% chlorinated): Aerobic and anaerobic transformation in 
marine and freshwater sediment systems. Draft Report No BL8405/B. Brixham Environmental Laboratory, AstraZeneca UK Limited 
(2007).

 14. Tomy, G. T., Muir, D. C., Stern, G. A. & Westmore, J. B. Levels of C10-C13 polychloro-n-alkanes in marine mammals from the Arctic 
and the St. Lawrence River estuary. Environ. Sci. Technol. 34, 1615–1619 (2000).

 15. Tomy, G., Stern, G., Lockhart, W. & Muir, D. Occurrence of C10-C13 polychlorinated n-alkanes in Canadian midlatitude and arctic 
lake sediments. Environ. Sci. Technol. 33, 2858–2863 (1999).

 16. Ma, X. et al. Bioaccumulation and trophic transfer of short chain chlorinated paraffins in a marine food web from Liaodong Bay, 
North China. Environ. Sci. Technol. 48, 5964–5971 (2014).

 17. Houde, M. et al. Bioaccumulation and trophic magnification of short-and medium-chain chlorinated paraffins in food webs from 
Lake Ontario and Lake Michigan. Environ. Sci. Technol. 42, 3893–3899 (2008).

 18. Zeng, L., Lam, J. C., Wang, Y., Jiang, G. & Lam, P. K. Temporal trends and pattern changes of short- and medium-chain chlorinated 
paraffins in marine mammals from the South China Sea over the past decade. Environ. Sci. Technol. 49, 11348–11355 (2015).

 19. Strid, A. et al. Brominated and chlorinated flame retardants in liver of Greenland shark (Somniosus microcephalus). Chemosphere 
91, 222–228 (2013).

 20. van Mourik, L. M., Gaus, C., Leonards, P. E. & de Boer, J. Chlorinated paraffins in the environment: A review on their production, 
fate, levels and trends between 2010 and 2015. Chemosphere 155, 415–428 (2016).

 21. Wang, Y. et al. Short- and medium-chain chlorinated paraffins in air and soil of subtropical terrestrial environment in the pearl river 
delta, South China: distribution, composition, atmospheric deposition fluxes, and environmental fate. Environ. Sci. Technol. 47, 
2679–2687 (2013).

 22. Zeng, L. et al. Behavior, fate, and mass loading of short chain chlorinated paraffins in an advanced municipal sewage treatment plant. 
Environ. Sci. Technol. 47, 732–740 (2013).

 23. Chen, M. Y. et al. Chlorinated paraffins in sediments from the Pearl River Delta, South China: spatial and temporal distributions and 
implication for processes. Environ. Sci. Technol. 45, 9936–9943 (2011).

 24. Gao, Y., Zhang, H., Su, F., Tian, Y. & Chen, J. Environmental occurrence and distribution of short chain chlorinated paraffins in 
sediments and soils from the Liaohe River Basin, P. R. China. Environ. Sci. Technol. 46, 3771–3778 (2012).

 25. Yuan, B. et al. Short chain chlorinated paraffins in mollusks from coastal waters in the Chinese Bohai Sea. Environ. Sci. Technol. 46, 
6489–6496 (2012).

 26. Zacs, D., Bartkevics, V. & Viksna, A. Content of polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxins, dibenzofurans and dioxin-like polychlorinated 
biphenyls in fish from Latvian lakes. Chemosphere 91, 179–186 (2013).

 27. Kalantzi, O. & Alcock, R. Short-chain chlorinated paraffins in biota–levels and effects. Global NEST J. 14, 66–71 (2012).
 28. Parera, J., Abalos, M., Santos, F. J., Galceran, M. T. & Abad, E. Polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxins, dibenzofurans, biphenyls, 

paraffins and polybrominated diphenyl ethers in marine fish species from Ebro River Delta (Spain). Chemosphere 93, 499–505 
(2013).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

9SCiEntifiC RepoRts | 7: 10749  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-06148-5

 29. Reth, M., Zencak, Z. & Oehme, M. First study of congener group patterns and concentrations of short- and medium-chain 
chlorinated paraffins in fish from the North and Baltic Sea. Chemosphere 58, 847–854 (2005).

 30. Nicholls, C. R., Allchin, C. R. & Law, R. J. Levels of short and medium chain length polychlorinated n-alkanes in environmental 
samples from selected industrial areas in England and Wales. Environ. Pollut. 114, 415–430 (2001).

 31. Reth, M., Ciric, A., Christensen, G. N., Heimstad, E. S. & Oehme, M. Short- and medium-chain chlorinated paraffins in biota from 
the European Arctic–differences in homologue group patterns. Sci. Total Environ. 367, 252–260 (2006).

 32. Borgen, A. R., Schlabach, M., Kallenborn, R. & Fjeld, E. Polychlorinated alkanes in fish from Norwegian freshwater. 
ScientificWorldJournal 2, 136–140 (2002).

 33. Zhou, Y. et al. Extensive organohalogen contamination in wildlife from a site in the Yangtze River Delta. Sci. Total Environ. 554-555, 
320–328 (2016).

 34. Saborido Basconcillo, L. et al. Current status of short- and medium chain polychlorinated n-alkanes in top predatory fish across 
Canada. Chemosphere 127, 93–100 (2015).

 35. Zeng, L. et al. Distribution and trophic transfer of short-chain chlorinated paraffins in an aquatic ecosystem receiving effluents from 
a sewage treatment plant. Environ. Sci. Technol. 45, 5529–35 (2011).

 36. Thomas, G. O. et al. Short and medium chain length chlorinated paraffins in UK human milk fat. Environ. Int. 32, 34–40 (2006).
 37. Wu, J. P. et al. Bioaccumulation of polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in wild aquatic 

species from an electronic waste (e-waste) recycling site in South China. Environ. Int. 34, 1109–13 (2008).
 38. Gobas, F. A., de Wolf, W., Burkhard, L. P., Verbruggen, E. & Plotzke, K. Revisiting bioaccumulation criteria for POPs and PBT 

assessments. Integr. Environ. Asses. 5, 624–637 (2009).
 39. Wan, Y. et al. Bioaccumulation of polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxins, dibenzofurans, and dioxin-like polychlorinated biphenyls in 

fishes from the Tittabawassee and Saginaw Rivers, Michigan, USA. Sci. Total Environ. 408, 2394–2401 (2010).
 40. Zhu, C. et al. Bioconcentration and trophic transfer of polychlorinated biphenyls and polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxins and 

dibenzofurans in aquatic animals from an e-waste dismantling area in East China. Environ. Sci.: Processes Impacts 17, 693–699 
(2015).

 41. Wang, Y. et al. Effect of municipal sewage treatment plant effluent on bioaccumulation of polychlorinated biphenyls and 
polybrominated diphenyl ethers in the recipient water. Environ. Sci. Technol. 41, 6026–6032 (2007).

 42. Kelly, B. C. & Gobas, F. A. Bioaccumulation of persistent organic pollutants in lichen-caribou-wolf food chains of Canada’s Central 
and Western Arctic. Environ. Sci. Technol. 35, 325–334 (2001).

 43. Santos, F. J., Parera, J. & Galceran, M. T. Analysis of polychlorinated n-alkanes in environmental samples. Anal. Bioanal. Chem. 386, 
837–57 (2006).

 44. Fisk, A. T., Hobson, K. A. & Norstrom, R. J. Influence of chemical and biological factors on trophic transfer of persistent organic 
pollutants in the Northwater Polynya marine food web. Environ. Sci. Technol. 35, 732–738 (2001).

 45. De Boer, J. et al. In Chlorinated Paraffins, Chlorinated paraffins. In: De Boer, J. (Ed.), The Handbook of Environmental Chemistry. 
Chlorinated Paraffins, vol. 10. 439 Springer-Verlag, Berlin/Heidelberg (2010).

 46. United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). Updated draft risk profile: short-chained chlorinated paraffins. UNEP/POPS/
POPRC.4/10, Geneva, 13–17 October 2008 (2008).

 47. Fung, C. N. et al. Mussel-based monitoring of trace metal and organic contaminants along the east coast of China using Perna viridis 
and Mytilus edulis. Environ. Pollut. 127, 203–216 (2004).

 48. Reth, M., Zencak, Z. & Oehme, M. New quantification procedure for the analysis of chlorinated paraffins using electron capture 
negative ionization mass spectrometry. J. Chromatogr. A 1081, 225–231 (2005).

 49. Xia, D., Gao, L., Zheng, M., Tian, Q. & Huang, H. A novel method for profiling and quantifying short- and medium-chain 
chlorinated paraffins in environmental samples using GC× GC-ECNI-HRTOF-MS. Environ. Sci. Technol. (2016).

 50. Reth, M. & Oehme, M. Limitations of low resolution mass spectrometry in the electron capture negative ionization mode for the 
analysis of short- and medium-chain chlorinated paraffins. Anal. Bioanal. Chem. 378, 1741–1747 (2004).

Acknowledgements
This work was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (Grant Nos. 21377140, 21577152, 
91543106, and 21621064) and the Strategic Priority Research Program of the Chinese Academy of Sciences 
(XDB14020102).

Author Contributions
L.G. and H.H. designed the experiments; H.H. and L.Q. collected the samples; H.H. performed the experiments. 
H.H. and D.X. analysed the data; H.H. wrote the manuscript; L.G. and H.H. reviewed and commented on the 
manuscript.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at doi:10.1038/s41598-017-06148-5
Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2017

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-06148-5
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Bioaccumulation and biomagnification of short and medium chain polychlorinated paraffins in different species of fish from  ...
	Results and Discussion
	Levels of SCCP and MCCP in fish. 
	Congener and homologue group patterns. 
	Bioaccumulation. 
	Biomagnification. 
	Evaluation of the risk to human health. 
	Detection of new SCCPs with nine carbon atoms in the fish. 

	Conclusion
	Methods
	Sample collection and preparation. 
	Instrumentation and quantification. 
	Quality assurance and quality control. 
	Ethic Statements. 

	Acknowledgements
	Figure 1 Correlation between ∑SCCPs and ∑MCCPs in the fish.
	Figure 2 Congener group abundance profiles of SCCPs and MCCPs in the fish.
	Figure 3 Relationships between log BAF of the SCCP congener groups and the number of carbon atoms, chlorine atoms, chlorine contents, and log Kow.
	Table 1 SCCP and MCCP concentrations in different species of fish.
	Table 2 Estimated daily intake for SCCPs in fish tissue.
	Table 3 The percentage of relative peak area of each component accounting for total relative peak area in the fish.
	Table 4 Details of fish samples collected from the Liaodong Bay, North China.




