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GUEST EDITORIAL

MORE ON MERCURY...

In the June 16™ 2011, issue of The Fisherman, Al Ristori addressed potential
hazards of mercury in fish (Mercury-Myth or Malady). His column maintained
that the hazards of mercury in fish are overstated. Rather than address his col-
umn point by point, I'd like to lay out what we've learned about the risks and
benefits of eating fish—and how such information is taken into account by
health officials. As an avid fisherman and a public health official, | want my fel-
low anglers to get a balanced picture of this somewhat complex topic.

Mercury is a common environmental contaminant worldwide. Some enters
the environment through natural sources—forest fires or volcanoes. However,
70% of mercury released into the atmosphere comes from man-made sources,
including coal-fired power plant emissions. Most mercury concentrated in fish
comes from air-borne emissions that settle into our water bodies where it en-
ters the food chain and contaminates fish.

Air-borne mercury can reach fish via rain water or by attaching to particles.
Once mercury enters a water body, it can be converted into “organic mercury”
which is much more toxic than natural, or “elemental” mercury. In addition, or-
ganic mercury has a greater tendency to “bioaccumulate” as it moves through
the aquatic food chain, especially in larger predatory fish, whose mercury levels
may be thousands of times higher than those in water or sediment.

US states and other nations have issued fish consumption advisories to in-
form fish consumers about contaminants—mercury is the main one, though
PCBs and pesticides are also monitored. Most Northeast states have issued
freshwater mercury advisories, which usually recommend less consumption for
“sensitive groups” (e.g. pregnant women and children), and some limitations
for the general population. In Connecticut, our statewide freshwater mercury
advisory recommends one meal per month of any locally-caught fish for the
sensitive group, one per week for everyone else. It doesn’t apply to most trout,
since hatchery-reared fish aren’t exposed.

Many states also offer advice for a select saltwater species, due primarily to
PCB contamination (check your state’s health department website for specif-
ics). Most advisories recommend sensitive groups avoid striped bass or larger
bluefish, and for the general public to reduce their consumption. Most Con-
necticut-caught saltwater species--flounder, fluke, scup, blackfish, etc.—tend
not to accumulate mercury and are fine to eat.

State and federal governments also provide advice for various commercially-
available species. Apex predators like shark and swordfish have the highest mer-
cury levels, and carry a “do not eat” designation for the sensitive group. Fresh
tuna steaks carry moderate levels of mercury, while light canned tuna has lower
levels and can be eaten twice weekly even by pregnant women and children.

Yes, we know eating fish is good for our health. Numerous recent studies
have confirmed that species with high levels of fish oils or Omega-3 fatty acids
help prevent heart disease, and aid brain development in younger children.
The problem is that some “healthy” fish also have high organic-mercury con-
centrations, which have been linked to heart disease and problems in nervous
system development. Studies on fish-eating populations confirm that mercury
exposure can harm infant brain development during pregnancy, while adult
studies link mercury exposure to cardiovascular disease and heart attacks.

This can all be a little confusing: Is fish consumption a healthy choice or a risk?
The answer, unfortunately, is"both.” If you regularly eat high-omega-3, low-mer-
cury fish, you'll reap health benefits. Conversely, if you eat a lot of high-mercury/
low omega-3, you may amplify risks with no net benefits. It pays to be informed.

The Connecticut Department of Public Health’s main message is that eating
fishis animportant part of a healthy diet, especially during pregnancy. Again, the
key is to choose the species that deliver the benefits without the risks. Check
your state's specific advisories. If a species is not listed, follow the generic fed-
eral advice: two meals a week of various fish. Bottom line: by all means keep on
fishing and keep eating fish—just be smart about your selections.




