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1) Not all fish contain equal amounts of mercury. The amount depends on what they eat and how
long they live. Large predatory fish have the highest amounts (swordfish, king mackerel, sharks,
and toothed whales.) Small fish which are lower on the food chain have the lowest amounts
(shrimp, flounder, salmon, shellfish, and farm-raised catfish and tilapia.)

2) Dose makes the poison! Risk of adverse effects from mercury depends on your body size and
amount of mercury consumed over time.

3) The major scientific studies designed to look at the effect of consumption of mercury from
seafood have involved people who consume seafood with extremely high levels of mercury
(pilot whale meat) or much larger amounts of seafood (as their primary or sole source of
protein) than people in the U.S.

4) The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has been extremely precautionary in setting safety
thresholds in the interest of public health. They used a 10-fold safety factor and have the most
restrictive recommendations in the world. The EPA has been criticized for being overly
precautionary!

5) The Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and World Health Organization’s (WHO) “safe”
recommendations are 2.3 times higher (less restrictive) than the EPA.

6) Mercury is naturally eliminated from the human body over time.

7) According to the EPA most people’s fish consumption does not cause a health concern. Only
those who consume inordinately large amounts of seafood containing high concentrations of
mercury are at risk.

8) Those who wish to be precautionary (children and women who may become pregnant) can
restrict consumption of seafood and avoid species high in mercury, but should still consume
seafood that is low in mercury to gain other health benefits such as high quality protein and
omega-3 fatty acids which contribute to heart health and children’s proper growth and
development.

9) The FDA publishes a list of average concentrations of mercury in a variety of fish and shellfish
that can be found at www.cfsan.fda.gov/ " frf/sea-mehg.html

10) You can easily calculate your average daily allowance of mercury and how long you should wait
between seafood meals and still remain within the EPA or FAO/WHO recommendations, just
turn to page four for instructions!


http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~frf/sea-mehg.html

Mercury Facts

What is mercury and how does it get into seafood? Am | in danger?
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Mercury is a naturally occurring element. Bacteria convert it to methylmercury (an organic
form) which accumulates in fish. Methylmercury has always been found in fish but some people
now worry that emissions from coal burning power plants will increase the amount of mercury
found in fish.

Not all fish contain equal amounts of methylmercury. It depends on what they eat, how long
they live and how high they are in the food chain. Large predatory fish such as swordfish, king
mackerel, sharks, and toothed whales have the highest levels of mercury. Shrimp, flounder,
salmon, clams, oysters, scallops, and canned light tuna are very low in mercury. Freshwater fish
tend to have more mercury than saltwater fish and wild-caught fish tend to have more mercury
than farm-raised fish (catfish, tilapia, and trout) because they are fed mercury-free diets.
Mercury is gradually eliminated from the human body. Studies have shown the average half life
of mercury in the body to be 45-70 days. In other words, if you stop consuming mercury today,
in about two months the amount of mercury in your body will decrease by half, two months
later the amount will decrease by another half (25% of original amount), two months after that
the amount will decrease by another half (12.5% of the original amount) and so forth.

“Dose makes the poison!” Risk of adverse effects from mercury depends on how much fish you
eat, body size, and the concentration of mercury in the fish. According to the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) most people’s fish consumption does not cause a health concern.

Mercury, in high concentrations not found in the U.S., can be dangerous.
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Sources:

In Iraq in the early 1970's people consumed grain that was mistakenly treated with a mercury-
containing fungicide. Around 500 people died and 6,000 were hospitalized. For comparison:

0 The lowest mercury concentration in the blood of affected Iraqi people was 200 ppb
(parts per billion).

0 According to the Center for Disease Control (CDC) the average mercury concentration in
the blood of U.S. women of childbearing age is only 1.02 ppb and U.S. children 1-5 years
of age is only 0.343 ppb.

0 The EPA has determined the lowest concentration of mercury in blood that could be
associated with possible health effects to be 5.8 ppb (includes a 10-fold safety factor).

At Minamata Bay, Japan in the 1950’s people consumed large amounts of seafood
contaminated with mercury waste discharged by a nearby factory. As many as 9,000 adults and
children may have been left with brain damage.

0 The fish consumed had mercury concentrations of 40 ppm (parts per million).

0 Most fish sold in the U.S. contains mercury concentrations ranging from 0.01-0.50 ppm.
Some fish such as king mackerel, shark, swordfish, and tilefish from the Gulf of Mexico
typically contain levels closer to 1-1.5 ppm. On rare occasions an individual fish may
have levels closer to 2-3 ppm. According to U.S. law these fish with concentrations
greater than 1 ppm may not be sold, though testing and enforcement are not frequent
enough. Canned tuna is tested regularly and concentrations have been within safe
levels.

Center for Disease Control: http://www.cdc.gov/exposurereport/2nd/pdf/mercury.pdf

Environmental Protection Agency: www.epa.gov/mercury/about.htm and epa.gov/waterscience/fish/states.htm for
recreational fishing advisories

Food and Drug Administration: www.cfsan.fda.gov/~frf/sea-mehg.html

Health Canada: http://www.inspection.gc.ca/english/corpaffr/foodfacts/mercurye.shtml

Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives: www.who.int/ipcs/food/jecfa/en

Szwarc, Sandy, RN. Fishy Advice: The Politics of Methylmercury in Fish and Mercury Emissions. Competitive Enterprise
Institute, 2004 available for download from www.cei.org/dyn/pubs_by_type.cfm?type=25



The EPA has been extremely precautionary in setting safety thresholds in the interest of
public health.
In 2001 the EPA and the National Research Council (NRC) reviewed data from two studies designed
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