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MERCURY AND FISH CONSUMPTION
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Fish are an excellent source of high-quality protein and are low in saturated fat which makes them a
healthy food choice. However, certain types of fish should be eaten in moderation because mercury
levels in those fish sometimes exceed Canada’s mercury guideline. Health Canada advises consumers
to limit their consumption of swordfish, shark or fresh and frozen tuna to one meal per week For
young children and women of child-bearing age, the recommended limit for swordfish, shark or fresh
and frozen tuna is one meal per month. Note that this restriction does not apply to canned tuna.

* What is mercury?

Mercury is a naturally-occuming element which is found in soil and rocks and also exists in lakes,
streams and oceans. In addition to natural sources, mercury is released into the environment by human
activities such as pulp and paper processing, mining operations, and burning garbage and fossil fuels.

We aEsorb small amounts of mercury from a number of sources, both natural and artificial, in our
immediate environment. These include amalgam dental fillings, air and water pollution, and trace
amounts in food. Of the different kinds of food we eat, fish is usually the largest source of mercury.

It is well known that high amounts of mercury can damage the nervous systern of people and animals. In
trace amounts, however, the effects are not clearly known. Long-term studies are being conducted to
determine the effects of low levels of mercury, especially on young children.

Mercury in fish
Mercury exists in two different formns, the organic and the inorganic. In the aquatic environment, the
most prevalent form of mercury is methyl mercury, the organic form, which binds tightly to the proteins
in fish fissue. Most fish have trace amounts of methyl mercury. The level of mercury found in a fish is
related to the level of mercury in its aquatic environment and its place in the food chain. Mercury tends
to accurnulate in the food chain, so large predatory fish species tend to have higher levels than

. non-predatory fish or species at lower levels in the food cham.

Health Canada's guideline for total mercury content m cornmercial manne and freshwater fish is 0.5
parts per million (ppm). It was first set in the 1970s and, based on a recent re-evaluation, is still
considered appropriate to protect the health of Canadians from the toxic effects of methyl mercury.
The Canadian limit is more stringent than the limits set in many other countries, for example the United
States, where the limit (for methyl mercury alone) 1z 1.0 ppm.
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The CFIA's role .

The CFIA regularly tests commercial fish and shellfish to determine if it meets the Canadian mercury

* guideline and to establish baseline levels for particular species in particular aquatic environments.
Laboratory tests of marine fish consumed in Canada consistently show that average mercury levels are
well below the 0.5 ppm limit, with the exceptions of swordfish, shatk, and fresh and frozen (not canned)
tuna. Since most marine fish species are well below the limit, there are no restrictions on their
consurnption. This includes the most commonly consumed fish and seafood, such as salmon, cod,
pollock, sole, shrimp, mussels, scallops and canned tuna.

The CFIA continues to regularly test both exempted and non-exempted species for mercury.

Exempt species and limits on consumption

Certain fish species sold in Canada, namely, shark, swordfish, and fresh and frozen tuna, contain
mercury at levels that are known to exceed the 0.5 ppm guideline. Mercury levels for these species
generally remain between 0.5 and 1.5 ppmn, allowing for occasional consumption. Therefore, these
species (Note: not canned tuna) are exempted from the 0.5 ppm guideline and , in their case, another
risk management strategy is followed, namely, issuance of advisories recommending appropriate
restrictions on (amounts and frequencies of) consumption. In this way, these species can continue to be
enjoyed by consumers as part of an occasional diet.

Consumption of shark, swordfish and fresh and frozen funa should be restricted to one meal per week.
For young children, pregnant women, and women of child-bearing age, consumption should be limited
to one meal per month. Because of the nutritional value of fish, these species continue to be available to
Canadian consumers, with advice to limit consumption to avoid exposure to hazardous levels of
mercury.

It is tmportant to note that this exemption does not apply to canned tuna. The species used in canned
" funa tend to be smaller and shorter lived than those used m the fresh and frozen market; therefore, the
level of mercury found in canned tuna tends to be lower than that of fresh and frozen tupa.

Freshwater fish

Levels of mercury in freshwater fish vary according to the lake or river system from which they are
harvested, and as with marine fish, predatory species tend to have higher levels than non-predators. All
commercial, freshwater fishing areas are surveyed and where high levels are found, they are closed to
commercial fishing or restrictions are placed on catching and marketing certain species.

With regards to recreational fishing, it is nonmally the responsibility of provincial governments to monitor
mercury levels and to set and publicize safe consumption standards and guidelines. For more
information regarding the safety of recreationally-caught freshwater fish for consumption, contact
provincial authorities.
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* About FSAI The Food Safety Authority of Ireland (FSAI) today provided
* News important precautionary advice in relation to the consumption of
- Press Releases fish following the publication of studies, which indicate the

presence of mercury in top predatory fish species. The FSAI is

Newsletter advising pregnant and breastfeeding women, women of

Publications childbearing age and young children to limit their intake of
» Legislation predatory fish (shark, swordfish, tuna, etc) while continuing to
+ Consultations consume other fish as part of a balanced diet. It recommends
that these groups select fish from a wide range of species but not
Enforcement
nior to eat swordfish, marfin and shark, and to limit consumption of
Food Alerts tuna to one fresh tuna steak or two 8oz cans of tuna per week.
. Industry : :
Information The FSAI states that mercury is a metal, which is found both
» Surveillance naturally in the environment and also as a result of disposal of
Shellfish Monitoring waste or releases from industrial activities. It is a contaminant

and can build up in the food chain. A recent European Food Safety

Service Contracts Authority study undertaken by its Scientific Panel on

Scientific Contaminants in the Food Chain has shown that its chemical

Committees form, methylmercury, is prevalent in all fish and can build up to
* Consultative Council significant levels in large predatory fish as these fish consume

FSAI Subscriptions smaller species that have taken up mercury in the environment.

These predatory fish thus have a larger store of mercury, which is
found to affect the human nervous system and the developing
brain. It is on this basis the FSAI is making this recommendation
to pregnant, breastfeeding and women of child bearing age so as
to protect unborn, newborn and young children against the
negative effects of the build up of methylmercury.

Mr Alan Reilly, Acting Chief Executive, FSAI stated it is important
that consumers including pregnant and breastfeeding women
continue to appreciate the role and benefits of fish in a healthy
diet. Everyone should continue to eat one to two portions of fish
per week including one portion of oily fish such as salmon.

“In Ireland, the consumption of shark, swordfish, marlin and fresh
tuna is relatively low. Consumption however in relation to tuna is
increasing especially in relation to canned tuna, so we would
caution pregnant and breastfeeding women as well as young
children to not exceed the consumption of two 80z cans of tuna
per week. All other adults and young people should continue to
eat tuna and fish products as vital component of a healthy diet.
This precautionary advice purely relates to the potential impact
mercury can have on unborn, newborn and young children.
Exposure during pregnancy is considered the most critical period
for methylmercury toxicity, and the unborn child and young



children are the most vulnerable to its effects out of all groups.”

In Ireland, a mercury monitoring programme was put in place for
fish landed at ali major Irish fishing ports, following the
introduction of maximum limits for mercury in fishery product in
1993. This programme is now carried out by the Marine Institute
under service contract to the FSAIL

The mercury levels in commercial fish catches landed at Irish
ports and in shellfish from shellfish growing areas are low. Over
the past number of years, the concentration of mercury in the
edible portion of the fish analysed has ranged from 0.02 to 0.27
ma/kg wet weight which is well within the European Union human
consumption tolerance level of 1.6 pg per kg body weight. These
catches do not however normally include the deep water species
such as shark, swordfish, marlin and tuna.

In order to protect the developing fetus, breast-fed babies and
young children, the FSAI advises the following:

« Women of childbearing age {in particular, those intending to
become pregnant), pregnant and breastfeeding women should
avoid eating shark, swordfish and marlin and should limit their
consumption of tuna to not more than 1 fresh tuna steak
(approximately 8 oz) or 2 medium cans (8 oz) of canned tuna per
week.

» The diet of young children should also not include shark,
swordfish and marlin and intake of tuna should be limited as
above; )

« Consumers other than the above groups should restrict their
consumption of shark, swordfish or marlin to not more than one
portion of per week, but do not need to limit their consumption of
tuna. :
“The nutritional important contribution that fish can make to the
diet and the healthy development of children should not be
underestimated. The proven association between omega-3-fatty
acids found in oily fish and reduced heart disease is a strong
motivator for people to consume fish and we would hope that
people continue to consume fish - there is a wide range of fish
available offering everyone a range of healthy options,” concludes
Alan Reilly.

Last updated: 18/03/2004
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