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TRIBUNE INVESTIGATION THE MERCURY MENACE
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of various fish 16 Oinces.
Seafood for sale in area stores is contaminated with mercury,

a 161-pound
person® can eat per week before
being exposed to potentially unsafe
amounts of the toxic metal.
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A Tribune photo by Chuck Berman
b O OZ Delaney Dubow helps her mother, Rhonda, pick out canned tuna in Bolingbrook. The federal government has failed to
y '3 1 adequately inform consumers that canned tuna might be risky for children because of mercury contamination.
By Sam Roe and Michael Hawthorne ‘ Tribune staff reporters
upermarkets throughout the Chicago area are routinely selling seafood THE
= ¥,
highly contaminated with mercury, a toxic metal that can cause learning SERIES
CREURE disabilities in children and neurological problems in adults, a Tribune  synpay
6 9 QO > & B Popular super-
J OZ. | avouts investigation has found. sl
In one of the nation’s most comprehensive studies of mercury in commercial  contaminated with
i . high levels of the
fish, testing by the newspaper showed that a variety of popular seafood was so hﬁic e i
tainted that federal regulators could confiscate that they have only a limited idea of how much ury
; the fish for violating food safety rules. mercury many species contain, government data MONDAY
SKIPJACK (Canned light tuna) The testing also showed that mercury is more show. For example, the government has tested For decades, the
pervasive in fish than what the government has just four walleye and 24 shrimp samples since U.S.government
1 6 4 07 told the public, making it difficult for consumers 1978. The newspaper tested more samples of com- has neglected the
L ~la to avoid the problem, no matter where they shop. mercial walleye than the government has in the mercury problem
i _ It is not by happenstance that contaminated last gquarter-century.
w fish can be found on shelves and at seafood coun- The fishing industry also has failed consum- TUESDAY
= ters throughout the region, from small neighbor- ers. The newspaper’'s investigation found that Canned tuna is
= hood shops on the South Side to sprawling super- U.S. tuna companies often package and sell a more hazardous
= market chain stores in the northwest suburbs.  high-mercury tuna species as canned light tu- than authorities
o The Tribune’s investigation reveals a decades- na—a product the government specifically rec- have disclosed
W SALMON long pattern of the U.S. government knowingly ommends as a low-mercury choice.
= allowing millions of Americans to eat seafood The consequence is that eating canned tuna—
= 60 1 07 with unsafe levels of mercury. one of the nation’s most popular foods—is far ~ ON THE
o L) b Regulators have repeatedly downplayed the more hazardous than what the government and +
v hazards, failed to take basic steps to protect pub-  industry have led consumers to believe. W]";B

*The average weight of women ages 18-45
is 161 pounds; women who are or may
become pregnant are advised to avoid
some types of fish because of mercury.

Tribune illustrations by Rick Tuma

lic health and misled consumers about the true
dangers, documents and interviews show.

The government does not seize high-mercury
fish that violate U.S. limits. Regulators do not
even inspect seafood for mercury—not in ports,
processing plants or supermarkets.

In fact, federal officials have tested so few fish

Medical experts agree that, on balance, eating
fish is good for most people. Seafood is a low-fat
source of protein, and some fish are rich in ome-
ga-3 fatty acids, which are thought to help pre-
vent heart disease.

PLEASE SEE MERCURY, PAGE 20

Calculate your
mercury risk, view
interactive graph-

ics and more at
chicagotribune.com/
mercury
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What the testing found
The Tribune beught samples of eight kinds of duct
fish commonly sold 2t Chicago-areastoresand  MERCURY THRESHOLDS How the tests were conducted
had a lab analyze them for mercury. Amount Leqal teaal 111 2004, the FOA warmed children and # Eighteen samples each of eight kinds of fish wera
Results showed some samples 1o be above the that Himie fo Tt fior pregnant veomen toe limit their consumption tested: tuna steak, swordfish, walleye, orange
LS. limit for what can be sold lagally. The prompted fish sold fisks sald of canned albacore tuna because it has roughy.grouper, canned light tuna, canned albacore
average for swordfish was well above the limit in In the averaged 0.35 parts per million of mercury tunia and salman, bath wild and farmeraised. & total

Canada P14 in FDA testing. Also, the L.5. and Canada of 144 samples were tested.

MERCURY CONTENT - have set legal limits on the amount of

frange in parrs per miilian) A5 :| m mercury allowed inflsh sald In stores.

¢ = AVERAGE
FISH: 18 SAMPLES OF EACH *LOW *HIGH
Swordish ‘ I G141 3.07
(;raugu roughy ! & 057 ! . 138
Walleya l ‘¢o.s1 I .
Tuna steak (yellowding 0.01m +0.35 ! 0.54
Canned albacore tuna 0.01--m J0.30 ; “os1
Grauper 00T {3 IIJL i . 0.76
Canned lightwna (mostly skipjack)  0.02... e ¢0.11 .
Salmon 0.01--#0.03 018
Scurce: Tribune wescaech Chicaga Tribure

The fish were baught from randomly selected fish
markets and supermarket chain stores in the 312,
773,847,708, 630 and 224 area codes, an area
encompassing Chicsgo and dozens of

suburbs,

B Two reporters bought samples between May 18
and Sept. 27, Far fresh fish, the counter help
selected the samales. Far canned tuna, the reparters
plcked a variety of brands.

B The samples were packed in ice and shipped
ovemight 1o the Enviranmental and Occupational
Health Sciences Institute in Mew Jersey which is
jaintly sponsared by Rutgers University and the
University of Medicine & Dentistry of Mew lersey.

®The institute’s [aboratery determined the mercury
content of each sample testing 19 percant twice far
guality control. The Tribune, which paid for the
testing, used the raw data to analyze the findings.

Tainted fish found across region

MERCURY

CONTINUED "ROM BAGE 1

And Americans have responded ro the idea
that tish is healthy: Per capita seafood eonsump-
tiar Bitan all-times high last vear:

Bul for highrisk groups—young children,
pregnant women. nursing mothers and women
wha eould get pregnant—some fish might do
smore harm than good. Mereary can damage the
central nervous system of children, cansing sub-
e delays in walking and lalking as well as de-
creased altention span and memory

Adults can experience headaches, fatigue,
numtmess in the hands and feet. and a lack of
eoncentration. Some studies suggest that men al-
50 face an inereased risk of heart attacks.

Mo ene knows how many people in the US.
have been harnsed by merenry in fsh But a re
cyullgm—.nmmm.n aly mated 10,000 hahl\sm

The Tribune's testing sugegests that many peo-
‘ple unknow inely are putting themselves at risk

randomly selected supermar-
kel Lham stoves and [ish markets in the Chicago
area and bonght 16 samples each of eight kinds of
fish, including Lwo Lypes of canoed Luna, The
samples were sent for
Rutgers Umvcrsl[y which has performed s
of the mation’s only studies of meroury in store.
bounght seafood.

I the Tribune tests, scme popalar fish, suchas
swordish, showed exwemely high levels of mer-
cury; other fsh, such as salmon, had low
amounts. Mercary levels varied widely in most
kinds of fish tested, sometimes sp=kmg far high-
er in individual samples than the averages re-
ported by the government.

Hich levels also were found in two species for
which the govornment has not ssued consumar
warnings: arance ronghy and walloye.

Mamy of the walleye contained so much nierci
1y that the country supplying it, Canada. could
han the fish from hc\mg sold within its borders
because the inaticn viclated Canadian

Triburez phata by Chuck Berman

Swaordfish (left) and halibut have been identified as high mercury fish, but there is no federal
tasting to tall stores or shoppers how much mercury is in a particular piace of seafood.

Offfeials with the Food and Drog Adminiswa-
don, which is responsible for the safeur of cont-
mercial seafood, told the Tribune that theagency
has neither e time nor the money toroutinely
test fish. They alse sald the government's task of
profecting conswmners is complex.

“Tffish were only bad. this would beeasy.” said
David Acheson, the FIbA's chiel medical officer:
“But fish have many benofs.”

Last vear, the FDA and the U.5. Environmetital
Protection Agency jointly issued an advisory
that told pregoant women, young children and
other at-risk groups not to cat shavk, sveordfish,
king mackerel and tilefish because of high mex-

safery standards.

Sowe samples of grouper, mma steak and
catned una were so hich in mervmry that mil
lions of American women would exceed the 0.5,
mercury exposure limit by eating just one &
ounee neal in a week This conclusion is hased
ot applying a federal formula for the acceptable
awount of mercury in the bloodstream 1o a 161
pound woman, the govermment's estimated aver-
age welsht ofa L5, female of childbearing age,

N T o v
UNCERTAINTIES POSE
CHALLEMNGE FOR PUBLIC

The simple guestion “Is fish safe to eat?” de-
pends onmany factors. What kinds of fish do you
eat? How much do you eat? Tow often do vou eat
it? How much do vou weigh?

Avoiding mercury-contaminated fish is fur
ther complicated by the fact thar the mel is
ubiquirous in the world's oceans, lakes and riv-
ers, So it likely does not macter who catches the
seafood, processes it or sells it, In fact, many su-
permarket chains share the same supplisrs.

With environmental groups and some state of
ficials calling for mercury wanings in super
markets, Jewel, Dominick's and other major
chains have begun to post advisories. But these
chains cannot tell shoppers how much mercary
is in any particular piece of fish.

Shoppers have no way of knowing, for in-
stanoe, if one piece of orange roughy i a super
marker display case has a widely different
amount of mercury than the orange roughy fillet
next to i, The same is true for canned tuna and
many other kinds of fish.

Nofederal testing program exists for mercws
and scientists can provide only estimates of con-
tamination based on limited sampling.

cary levels. The warning also courioned those
growps w Hmit their overall [sh consumption to
12 oumeoes a week, including wo more than 6 oune-
es of canned albacore funa.

The nation’s owo food safiety m has
been repeatedly eriticized for flawed inspections
and limited enforcement. Bur several govern-
ment studies have singled ont the FDA for naot do-
ing enouph to ensure fish s safe to eat.

The FDA, [or inslatice, doos nol require export
ing countrics to maintain safery; sanitation and
inspeetion programs comparable with the U.S,
system, aven though 80 percent of the seafoed
that Americans consmme is imporred. By con-
trast, the Deparanent of Agriculmure. which
monitors meat and pouliry, requires every ex-
parter o meet such standands.

For its part, the seafood indusivy stresses the
health benefits of eating fish. Industry vepresen
tatives ftold the Tribune that tough mercury
Warnings would ot Encourage consumers to eat
fish that are less contaminated. Instead, the -
dustry fears such warnings would simply scave
people away from seafood altogether,

“Tf ¥ou stop cating tuna, it's not like you st
cating a salmon sandwich. No one does thar,”
said John Stiker whountil recently was an exec
utive vice president of Bumble Ree Seafonds, a
Ieading canned tuma company. “They end up eat-
ing someather kind of sandwich. And1got to tell
wo, there's nothing good abour ham for a pres-
nant mom and her baby, Nothing,”

TTHOUGHT I WAS
DOING MYSELFE GOOD’
Almostallthemercury that peopleare exposed

to comes from eating fish. And almost all fish
contain some amounts of the metal, much of

m Some people are having dencal fillings
removed and replaced with mercury-free
Options. @ SECTION 13

which falls into aceans, lakes and streams from
air palluion

Some of Lthat pollution can travel around the
world before falling o the ground. So emissions
from a factory in China con pollute a lake in
America and vice versa Mereury also occurs
naturally in reck and soil and is couum.a]h Tz
ing released into the cceans through erosion and
underwater volcanoes,

Iy water, bacteria chemically alter mercury,
ereating a hizhls woxic form called methvlmenr
1y which the tiniest [ish cat or absorb. As bigeer
Tish eai smaller fish, mercury accumulaies up
the food chain, with the largest predators. such
as shark and swordfish, generally containing the
MOSE.
£ the top of the food chain ave people. And be-
CaSE METCUTY passes easily threugh the placet-
ta and can harm the developing nervous system,
fetnses and small children are most vulnerablc
to ifs effects

Many experts now believe thar even rana-fish
sandwiches—a favorite of the American diet—
can be risky for children,

“The fact that we poisoned our air and our
opeans to such an extent that we can't eat a damn
tuna sandwich is just diabelical.” said Ayelet
Waldman, a noted mystery author whose daugh
ter was diagnosed with mercury poisoningat age
5 after frequently eating tuna.

“¥ou spend so much tine as a pavent making
the world safe for your children,” Wald.uwu said.
“We strap 75 different kinds of helmets on our
kids, and here T'was cxposing [her toal nenretox
giving her because T thought

it

Solving the merewry problem ultimately will
require reducing levels of the pollutant in the en-
vironment, according to the National Academy
of Sriences, the nation’s leading scientific advi-
sory body. For now, though, the academy savs
consumers can best protect themselves by eating
low-merewry fish,

The importance of avoiding mercury-laden
seafood was underscored by a study released this
fall by researchers from Harvard Medical
Schaol.

Children borm o women who ate fish daring

Mercury’s effect on humans
Anorganic ferm of the metallic element mercury,
called methylmercury, is found in nearly all fish
and can lead to health problems in humans a1
high cancentrations,

RELATED HEALTH PROBLEMS

- Exposure Lo mercury can damage the central
nervous systern (Lhe brainand spinal cord) in
Teruses and young children,

B Sarne sclemtlsts belleve that increased
EXOSURE 10 mercury can ralse the risk of heart
atracks in men.

SYMPTOMS OF MERCURY POISONING

SMALL CHILDREM | ADULTS
® Subtle = Numbness in hands
decreases in and feet
learning abilities | oo hes
= Delays in aFati
wealking and Egle
1alking ¥ Loss of concentration,
——————— | coardination or memory
® Decreases in :
attention or B Blurred vision
Emory. B Halr foss

m Hauses

BTremors
PROGNOSIS

Mercury does not stay in the body forever. it
takes abaut six months to ayear to leave the
Bleadstream once expasure stops. Some
researchers think mercury can permanently
damage the nerveus system in children,

Sounces: IS, Foadard Drug Amirkrstion, U5, Errarmeral
Frntetine: Agenry, Mcdineflus, Califcerss Dffice of Envicamentzl
Hialtn Hazand A3sassmant, Wicnsin Deparmnant of haural
Fesauices, Dy far Finfawes

Chicegn Tribure

thedr precnancies did betler on tests of memory
and visual recognition, the study found. But if
mathers had high levels of mercury in their hod

Ies—mercury absorbed from the fish they ate—
their children posted lower scores than those
whose mothers ate less-tainted fsh.

Other studies supgest the eart benefits of eat-
ing fish might bo offset by mercury Though the
American Teart Assoclation recommends cat
ing fish twice a weck to “benefit heart health,”
two major European stiadies found that mereury
exposure can increase the risk of faral hearr at-
rac.ks inmen,

aldiman, of Berkeley, Calif.. said that when
hm daughter. Sophie, was 5, she seemed 10 siop
learning. She had mrouble sounding our words
she had already learned. Sheforgot how to tie her
shoes

Duringaheavy metals screening in 2000, Soph-
e showed high mercury levels, her mother said.
After Sophie’s mother consulted with a San
Francisco internist, Dr. Jane Hightower, one of
Sophic's favorite meals was identified as the cul
prit; She was eating a tuna sandwich a week
made with cannerd albacore, Further tests by
Hightower confirmed high mercury levels in
Sophie, the doctor said.

When Sophie quit eadng mana, she started
learning again, her mother said. “She ssemed w
us like she was a different kid.”

Mercmy does not stay in the bady forevern
Hightower said. Tt takes six months ta a year for
the metal to leave a person’s bloodsneam,

Hightower is one of the fess American physi-
cians who have diamosed and treated people
with elevated mercary levels, After discovering

FIEASE SFE FOLLOWING PAGE

FIND MORE ONLINE

You can read the enties Chicago Tribune report at chieagotribune.com/mereury, plus_..

CALCULATOR: Usc the Tribune's online fish mercury
calculator to determine if your favorite seafood is safe.

GRAPHIC: Ses haw mercury gets to your dinner table.

VIDEQ: Reporier Michael Hawtheme discusses the series.

PHOTO GALLERY: S whore the fsh we eat cotnes from,

SURVYEY: Tell us about vour fish-eating habits.

LIVE CHAT: Ask the reporters questions, 1 pn, Tuesday.

About the reporters

Sam Roe has been an investigative reporterat
the Tribune since 2000 He has written ahout the
hazards of the metal berwllium, the nadon’s
fatled Supercar program and Islamie funda-
mentalism.

Michsel Hawthorne has heen the Tribune's
enviroment reporter since 2004 He has wrl
ten about the potential dangers of a chemical
used to make Teflon, air pollution from eoal-
fired power plants and threats posed by inva-
sive spRcies.

Hawthorne



DECEMBER 11, 2005 SUNDAY

SECTION 1

CHICAGO TRIBUNE

TRIBUNE INVESTIGATION THE MERCURY MENACE

MERCURY

CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

that some of her patients had complaints sug-
gesting mercury poisoning, such as headaches,
fatigue and loss of concentration, she tested 123
children and adults who had symptoms or who
reported eating fish.

In a peer-reviewed study published in 2003,
Hightower reported that 89 percent of the pa-
tients showed high mercury levels in their blood.

Many of the patients, she said, were wealthy
professionals who dined out frequently or ate
fish as part of a workout regimen. Most, she said,
were unaware of the risks.

“I was incredibly surprised,” said Arnold Mi-
chael, 48, a videographer in Ft. Lauderdale who
developed dizzy spells after eating tuna steaks
and canned tuna at least four times a week. “I
was just bingeing on it.”

Tests showed he had high mercury levels, and
he contacted Hightower for help. “T was eating
fish,” Michael said. “I thought [ was doing myself
good.”

BANNED IN CANADA,
SOLD IN AMERICA

Testing by the Tribune showed thata variety of
fish that consumers might assume are relatively
safe actually contain high levels of mercury.

For example, 15 of the orange roughy samples
the Tribune bought had high levels.

The testing also indicates mercury levels can
vary widely even within a given species. A sam-
ple of orange roughy from Dominick’s in subur-
ban Crestwood had seven times more mercury
than a piece from Jewel on North Elston Avenue
in Chicago.

Though some of the Tribune’s results were in
line with previous limited U.S. sampling, others
represented the first thorough testing of certain
fish in years.

The FDA has tested only four walleye samples
since 1978, 14 fewer than the Tribune. The news-
paper found that walleye averaged 0.51 parts of
mercury per million parts of fish tissue.

That may sound like a tiny amount, but mercu-
1y is so toxic that, by one estimate, a teaspoon of
the metal is enough to contaminate a small lake.
The amount the Tribune found in walleye, which
was imported from Canada, is above the limit at
which Canadian officials can ban fish from sale
within that country’s borders.

Four of the walleye samples were even above
the much weaker U.S. limit of 1 part per million.

Inan interview earlier this year, Canadian offi-
cials said their own testing in Lake Erie, where
almost all of the country’s walleye exports orig-
inate, showed there was no reason for concern.

“Why should we spend resources looking for a
problem we know doesn’t exist?” said John
Hoeve, a senior policy officer for the Canadian
Food Inspection Agency.

‘When told later about the Tribune test results,
Hoeve said he was surprised the newspaper
found mercury levels in some Canadian walleye
that exceeded the U.S. standard. “I fully expected
fish over the Canadian limit, but I wouldn’t have
expected those kind of numbers,” he said.

People buying fishing licenses are given mer-

cury warnings for walleye and other freshwater
fish, but the federal government does not require
such advisories in American supermarkets—
even if the fish comes from the same waters.

The nation’s divided oversight of fish safety
helps explain the discrepancy State environ-
mental agencies and the EPA oversee recreation-
ally caught fish, while the FDA is responsible for
commercial fish. And the FDA has not extensive-
Ly tested fish or issued comprehensive mercury
warnings.

Agency officials said not enough walleye is
consumed nationwide to merit their attention,
even though the fish is popular in the Midwest.
“Walleye just isn’t going to be high on our radar
screens,” Acheson said.

In the Tribune’s testing, walleye and orange
roughy averaged below the government’s do-not-
sell limit of 1 part per million, but still high
enough that a 161-pound woman should eat no
more than 3.2 ounces of orange roughy and 3.5
ounces of walleye in a week.

The FDA has issued warnings for canned alba-
core tuna, which has averaged 0.35 parts per mil-
lion in the agency’s testing. Yet the agency has
notissued warnings for orange roughy, which av-
eraged 0.57 parts per million in the Tribune test-
ing, or walleye, which was at 0.51.

When the FDA issued its mercury warning last
year—an advisory posted on its Web site but not
required in stores—the agency did not include
some fish it knew had highlevels of the toxic met-
al. Officials said they wanted to keep the advice
simple.

If consumers have concerns about mercury in
a particular species of fish, Acheson said, they
should go to the agency’s Web site,
www.cfsan.fda.gov/~frf/sea-mehg. html.

Photo for the Tribune by John Lee
Author Ayelet Waldman says her daughter was diagnosed with mercury poisoning at age 5. One
of the girl’s favorite meals was deemed the culprit: tuna sandwiches made with canned albacore.

“The data is there if somebody wants to go look
it up,” he said.

Swordfish showed the highest mercury levels
in the Tribune tests, averaging 1.41 parts per mil-
lion, well above the 1.0 limit at which regulators
can confiscate fish. In FDA testing, swordfish
has averaged 0.97 parts per million.

FDA officials said it is impractical to test indi-
vidual swordfish to weed out those that are heav-
ily contaminated.

Issuing warnings is a better way to protect at-
risk groups, such as young children and preg-
nant women, the officials said. “Rather than say-
ing, “You can eat swordfish as long as it has been
tested,” we're saying, ‘Don’t eat those fish,””
Acheson said.

Though it is unclear whether a single high-
mercury meal could harm a fetus, experts say the
developing nervous system is so sensitive to tox-
ic substances that caution should prevail. “You
only get one chance to develop a brain,” Hightow-
er said.

Waldman, Sophie’s mother, said that if there
had been proper warnings vears ago, she never
would have fed so much canned tuna to her
daughter, now 11. Today, Waldman said, she keeps
track of how much fish her daughter eats and
consults an environmental group’s Web site to
find mercury levels in various fish.

Deborah Rice, a former EPA toxicologist and
mercury expert, said that most consumers can-
not be expected to research the mercury levels of
their favorite fish and “then keep a diary about
when was the last time they ate orange roughy.”

“But that’s what it has come down to.”

sroe@tribune.com

mhawthorne@tribune.com

How to minimize
risks of mercury

Alack of government guidance makes
it difficult to avoid mercury in seafood.
But consumers can take steps to reduce
the likelihood of eating tainted fish.

While it makes no difference where
you shop—supermarkets, health food
stores and gourmet fish shops often use
the same suppliers—consumers can
choose to buy certain kinds of seafood.

Small or short-lived species, such as
sardines, shrimp, crab and tilapia, gen-
erally have low amounts of mercury.
Wild salmon, which eat plankton and
small fish, are low in mercury, as are
farm-raised salmon, which are fed fish
meal containing little mercury.

Large predator fish, such as sword-
fish and shark, generally have the most
mercury.

Regulators report that fish sticks and
fast-food fish sandwiches, which typi-
cally are made with pollock, are low in
mercury. But scientists say more tests
are needed to confirm that.

Cooking does not remove mereury
from fish because the metal is bound to
the meat. For example, a piece of tuna
will have the same amount of mercury
whether it is eaten raw as sushi or
cooked on the grill.

Although some mercury is present in
all bodies of water, the nation’s drinking
water generally is not considered a mer-
cury hazard; federal law requires drink-
ing water be tested and treated to re-
move the toxic metal.

For consumers shopping for fish,
money offers no protection against mer-
cury exposure. Rutgers University sci-
entist Joanna Burger recently com-
pared fish bought at stores in wealthy
New Jersey areas with those bought in
poor ones. She found no differences in
mercury levels.

“They were mainly getting their fish
from the same source,” said Burger,
whose staff also conducted the mercury
analysis for the Tribune investigation.

Whole Foods Market, which bills it-
selfas the world’sleading retailer of nat-
ural foods, said its seafood likely has as
much mercury as fish sold elsewhere.
“It's a global problem,” said spokes-
woman Ashley Hawkins.

The area’s major grocery chains, Do-
minick’s and Jewel, said they have re-
ceived no complaints about mercury.

People concerned about exposure to
mercury because of the fish they eat
should consult a doctor. Blood and hair
tests can determine a person’s mercury
levels.

Sam Roe and Michael Hawthorne



