Mercury in Fish
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Fish and shellfish can be an important part of a healthy diet. They provide high quality protein and other essential nutrients. However, chemicals in our environment like mercury may contaminate fish and make it hazardous.  

Mercury is released into the air through industrial processes. Burning coal, oil, or natural gas as fuel releases mercury into the air. Incinerating trash containing mercury also releases it into the air. Once mercury is in the air, it falls back to the surface. It can build up in streams and oceans. Bacteria living in the water may cause the mercury to change into a toxic form known as methyl-mercury.  This toxic mercury can build up in the creatures living in the water, including fish.

Pregnant women, women who may become pregnant, nursing mothers and young children are especially at risk to mercury poisoning. Follow these guidelines to avoid this environmental health risk.
· Avoid shark, swordfish, tilefish, or king mackerel. These large fish usually have the highest levels of mercury.

· The levels of mercury in fish and shellfish may vary, so the amount of fish eaten per week should be limited to 12 ounces (6 ounces for children). This is equal to two or three meals of 4-ounce to 6-ounce servings per meal (2- to 3-ounce servings for children). The best advice is to avoid eating the same type of fish or shellfish more than once a week. 

· Before eating fish that you catch, be sure to check for local fish consumption advisories. Kentucky has a statewide fish consumption advisory for women of child-bearing age and children under age 6 because of concerns about mercury.  The advisory encourages people in these groups to have only one meal per week of fish caught from Kentucky waters. If you do eat local fish, avoid eating other fish or shellfish that week.

Keep these additional tips in mind when selecting fish to eat.

· Shrimp, canned light tuna, salmon, pollock, and catfish are five commonly eaten fish and shellfish that are low in mercury.

· Albacore tuna is usually higher in mercury than light tuna.  As you choose fish and shellfish for your two meals per week, include no more than 6 ounces of albacore tuna.

For more information, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.
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