TRIBUNE INVESTIGATION THE MERCURY MENACE

How safe 1s tuna?

Federal regulators and the tuna industry fail to warn consumers

about the true health hazards of an American favorite

KRT photo by Julie Fletcher/Orlando Sentinel

Benny Fray helps carry the day’s tuna catch at Port Canaveral in Florida. U.S. regulators say canned light tuna is low in mercu-
ry, but industry officials concede that millions of cans contain tuna from a species that often has higher mercury levels.

Last of three parts.

By Sam Roe
and Michael Hawthorne
Tribune staff reporters

In the fall of 1970, a chemistry professor
in upstate New York reached into his pan-
try, grabbed a can of tuna and, on a hunch,
tested it for mercury.

What he found stunned him: levels of
the toxic metal far above U.S. safety lim-
its. Embarrassed regulators immediately
did their own testing, which confirmed
the professor’s results.

Tainted tuna soon captured national
headlines and became a cultural refer-
ence point, from the butt of Johnny Car-
son jokes to the lyrics of a Marvin Gaye
hit: “Fish full of mercury/Oh mercy, mer-
cy me.”

Government officials characterized the
high mercury levels as an anomaly. After
recalling 12 million cans, they pro-
nounced tuna safe to eat again.

But three decades later, canned tuna
still contains mercury—sometimes in
amounts as high as those found by the

MORE ONLINE
m Ask the reporters questions during a
live chat at 1 p.m. Tuesday.

m Find the entire series at
chicagotribune.com/mercury.

professor.

A Tribune investigation shows the tuna
industry has failed to adequately warn
consumers about the risks of eating
canned tuna, while federal regulators
have been reluctant to include the fish in
their mercury advisories—at times amid
heavy lobbying by industry.

When the Food and Drug Administra-
tion updated its mercury warning last
year, it arbitrarily classified canned light
tuna as low in mercury to “keep market
share at a reasonable level,” one agency
official told an FDA advisory panel, ac-
cording to transcripts of the meeting.

The government has recommended
that children and pregnant women eat
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canned tuna? Is there a ‘safe’ tuna on the
store shelves? We break down the differ-
ent kinds of canned tuna on PAGE 12
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Canned tuna holds hidden risks
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canned light funa because it generally containg
less mercury than canned albacore does, Yetin-
dusiry officials acknowledged in interviews
that tens of millions of cans of light funa sold
farh yearT are made with a species that on aver-
age contains just a5 much mercury as albacors.

Some of these cans carry special labels mar-
keting them as a “gowrmet” product, but athers
are sold as regular light funa. That means shop-
pers have no way of knowing whether the can of
light tuna they Ty at the stors tonight [s poten-
tially risky

Making choices ahout canned tuna based on
mercury risk i complicated because notall -
na species contain the same amount of the toxic
metal, which can harm children’s developing
brains and cause neurological problems in
adults

Albacore tuna is a higfish and therefors tends
tur huve higher mercury levels. The government
has warned young children and pregnant wom.
en to limit how much albacore they eat.

There are no warningsfor light funa, because
most of it is made with skipjack, a relatively
small species with lower levels of mercur

But some canoed light tuna comes from an-
other spacies: vellowfin, While the mercury
content of yellowfin varies, industry testing
found the average to be equal to thatof albacare.

Aboat 15 percent of canned light tuna is mads
with wellowfin, the industry acknowledged.
Hach year, roughly 180 million cans of vel lowfin
are sold in the 118,

s are sold as 'hgu Luna," um]
only about half are labeled as “yellowfin,
“goirmet” or other wording that might eignul
toshoppers that the fish Inside is likely high in
ey
& ather half, or about 80 million cans sold
1 ear, have labals identical to those on ather
cans of light tuna. These cans contain theee
thmes more mereiry on average than cans con-
taining skipjack, the industey said.

Industry officials acknowledeed thelr boats
cateh more yellowfin tna than they can sell as
a gourmet product. 3o instead of discarding the
fish, they sell it as regular light tna.

At ofTieial with e Food and Drag Adwmin.
istrativn, which is responsible for the salery of
cotnmercial seafood, said in an interview that
the ageney did not know the industry is putting
high-mereury vellowlin inte a product the gov-
ernmett has mmu-- recommended Lo groups
al risk [or mercury exposure.

“We donat have information onwhat is put in
canned light tuna” said David Acheson, the
FDA's chief medical officer

When the FDA tests light tuna for mereary he
sadd, 1t treate each can as if ie wors the same. “If
there ave seie of those taba that have higher
lesvels, then that will come oul through the Lest-
ing by means of un average.” Acheson sabl.

Agency afllelals said they stand behind the
FDA's posidon that canned light tana is a good
chmoc for arrisk gronps concerned about mer-

sire. The average mercury levels in
Lammd lght mna are low, they satd.

They aleo dended giving spacial reaument w
industry, saving public health decisions ave
based on the best scientific evidence available
at the time.

Tuna industry officials say their lobby is
stealland wieldsLittle inflaence in Washington.
Ther said the wercury risks ave overblown and
there is no credible evidence that anvone has
been harmed by eating tuna.

“There are no Americans at risk.” said John
Stiker. whonantil vecently was an execative vice
president of una producer Bumble Bee Sea-
foods and a leading industry spolesman.

Stiker and others in the fishing ndusty
point Lo a study conducted in the Sevchelles Is-
lamds in the Indian Ocean that found no sisnil
icant harm to children whose mothers ate laree
amountis of fish while pregnani.

But the National Academy of Sciences the na-
tion’s leading scientific bedy. concluded in 2000
that a larger body of evidence shows mercury
does cause harm and that exposire limits
should be based on that research,

Tuna industry officials remain unconvineed,
stressing that their product is one of the health
Lcst foods childven and pregnant women can

.\'Iedirzj experts say fish is a good low-fat
source of proteins and omega-s fatty acids.
which are thought 1o help prevent heart dis-
case, The industry points to these qualities in
touting tuna as a healthy meal.

Arrisk consumers do not need to steer clear
of gowrmer canned tana or canted Llight na in
peneral, Stiker said. Though he thought the pov-
erlment’s ConsUmer Farnings on mercwry in
fish were too sirict, he said the industry be-
lieves at-risk consumers should heed the advice
and eat nomore than 13 ounces of fish in a week.

David Burney, executive director of the TL.5.
Tuna Foundation, an industry lobhying groun,
said he feaved consumers will overreact to the
METCIrY i3sue.

“That would be the greatest calamity to pub-
lic health in this country” he said, "if we literal-
Iy reached a point where everybody said, My
Goel. T'm 5o worried about eating fish. Tm just
not going fo eat it anymore.” ™

3 YEARS AGO, FDA
SAID PROBLEM FIXED

‘When Brues McDuffie tested that can of funa
45 years ago, the results reverberated far be-
yonid his campus labosory

“Tt was the shot heard around the world,” re-
called MeDuffie, 84.

Then a chemistry professor at the Stare Uni-
versity of New York in Binghamron, MeDuitie
had heen testing fish for pollutants in a cresk
near campus, One day, an undergraduate sta-
rlPr{t::er led, “The only fish Teave about is tu-
na fisl

The professor wondered:Ts it possible canned
funa is polluted?

He found a can of tuna in his pantry and ran
the tests. The levels ware 0.75 parts of mercury
per million pavts of fish tissue—higher than the
FDAs limit at the time, 0.5 parts per million.

The professor called the local newspaper, and
the story went nationwide,

The FDA immediately started its own testing,

Breaking down canned tuna

The tederal mercury warning recommends that young children and pregnant women eat canned light
tuna as epposed to many other fish. But what the government and industry don't teli consumaers is that
same canned light tuna is made salely with a tuna species callad yellowfin, which can be highin mercury.

HIGHER MERCURY

LOWER MERCLIRY

ALBACORE TUNA
4

iercury beved (FDA)
0,35 parts per million

YELLOWFIN TUNA
-

AMercury level lindustry est]:
0.35 parts per million

SKIPJACKTUNA

e

Mercury level {industry est.):
less than 0.12 parts per million

|7 €ans of tuna sold each year in the United States: 1.8 BILLION

Canned light tuna:

k ALBACORE: 644 million cans

L SKIPFACK: 1.0 billion cans, or 85%

#‘

Govenment says to limit eonsumption

YELLCWWFIN: 180 milllon cans, or 15%*

-

Use of yellowfin tuna:
Half the cans of yeliowfin tuna sold in the LS.

.are marketed s a gourmet

product, and some of the labets identify the contents as vellowfin,

The other hall—ak:out 30 million cans-

are seld as regular canned light 4ﬂ !
tuna with no indication that they contain yelkowfin,

ABOUT 1 OUT OF EVERY 12 CANS of non gourmet light canned tuna is yeliowfin,
which can be higher in mercury. Consumers cannot tell the difference from the label.
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Josh Anderson helps unload tuna from a boat at Florida’s Port Canaveral. Tuna industry officials
emphasize the health benefits of eating fish and say the risks of mercury are

finding numercns samples of canned tuna over
the 1imit. Within weeks, the agency vecalled
millions of cans.

Such hald action came at 3 time when both
regulators and the American public were em-
bracing environmental issues, The fivst Earth
Day had recently been held, and the govern-
ment had just ereated the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency. A vear earlier, in 1969, the FDA
for the first time had sar limits for mercury in
seafood.

FDA officialssaid they were unsure why mer-
cury levels in the canned mina they tested were
30 high. Theprevailingtheory - onenow widely
accepterd—was that mercury was everywhere
in the oceans and that it acoumulated up the
food chain,

That meant large predator fish, such as tuna,
would contain high amounts of mercury. Be-
cause little could be done immediately torid the
oceans of mercury pollution, the foxic metal
would continue to taint large species year after
year

Daspite this knowledge, the FNA chareter-
ized to the public thar the mercury it found in
cannad tuna was an unusual, one-time incident.
Adter the agency recalled 12 million cans, it an-
nouneed that Americans could safely eat tuna

But a stricter standard, he said, would “put
tha availability of cermin kinds of fish in ques-
tion.” according 1o the transcriprs. “We would
Iz some fish.”

"Like king mackerel, shark, and swordfish?”
the moderator asked,

k"We]l. those in particalan”
h

O group firmly opposed any FDA warning
on tuna: the 118, fishing indusiry

Industry leaders met privately with FDA offi-
cialsfive rimes in late 2000 when the agency was
crafting its mercury warning, FDA records
show.

Turing one meeting, the .8, Tuna Founda-
tion argued that if consumers were warned
ahout tuna, the markst for canned tuna would
shrink about 20 percent, the 118, tuna fleet
would default on loans, and the seafood indus-
oy eould face numerous class action lxw‘amts

“at substantial cost and adverse publicity”
copy of the industry presentation shovs,

Tn the end, the FDA rawrote the draft and re-
Ieassd the final version of the warning to the
public in January 9001, B recommendesd that at-
risk groups not eat shark, swordfish, king
mackerel and tilefish.

Tuna was not mentioned.

A manth later, the FDA {ssued a statement ex-
plaining the warning. [t said canned tuna was
not included baeause consumers did not eat
enough to cause a signifiesnt risk

Yot the fedsral government's own data
showed canned tuna was then the nation’s No. 1
consumed seafood.

The FDA said material from the National
Food Processors Associalion, an industry lob-
bving group, suggested that "consumprion is
notas great as anecdotal observations would in-
dicate” and that the vast majority of people con-
cnrmed less than 7 ounces a wesk.

“The FDA tald the Tritune it did not favor in-
dustry in its decizions, noting the agency also
tal muot privately with consumer and health
groups.

But Vaa Apeshian, a University of Arvizona
toxleologist who seived on an FDA advisory
panel at the time, theught the agency had caved
o industry pressure.
more important: the healch of the tu-
or the mental health of American
children?" he led thinking.

When the Environmental Working Group, a
non-profle advocasy  organization, releassd
transeripts of the FDA focus proup sessions
showlng the agency's reluctance to Warn con-
sumers about ¢ tuna, an embarrassed
FDOA said it would re-evaluate its advice.

WARNING CATHGORIE
SET ARBITRARILY?

The FUA spent more than tWo vears review-

ing its mereury warning, Fually in Mareh 2004,

it released o joint aldvisory with (he U5, Envi-

vonenental PruLu«.uon Agency, in part to coordi-
nate f

But the revised wmn.l.ng misled consumers in

he vesponded,

ways

FDa officials classified merenry levels n fish
as low, medium or high. Consumers wore old
that canned Light tuna was low in mevery and
that high-risk groups should cat this fish as op-
poscd o many other kinds

But the FDA classified canned light mna as
low in merciry not becanse it was especially
low: but “to keep market share al a reasonable
level” FDA official Clark Carrineton had told
the advisory panel jusi three manths before the
warning's release, according Lo transcripts,

Achesgon, the FDA's chief medical officer, old
the same panel that all of the categories—low,
mredinm and high— were arbitrarily chosen to
put light tuna in the low category”

That decision bad implications far bevend tu-
ma, Onee the FDA defined canned light tuna as
Low; all ether kinds of seafood with comparable
Iewels of mercary, such as cod, also had to be list
ed as low

When asked in an incerview why officials ar-
bitrarily chaose the low mercuwy level mstead of
employing scientific caleulations, Acheson
sald: “It was a perfectly appropriate sclentilic
decision to cheose that value comy 0 any
other value, You could certainly move it up, you
could move it down, and you might get a differ
ent resulr.”

But he said industry interests did not affect
the decision. “Ohr mission here at FDA is
protect public health,” he said. “It has nothing
ta do with safeguarding market shares.”

The 2004 warning did caution consumers
ahout eating canned albacore tuna, putting itin
the medimn category for merciny Bur even if
consumers followed the povermnent's sugpest:
ed limits on albacore, they would absorb too
much mercury. according o calculations de-
wised by the EPA and recognized by the FDA.

The warning says pregnant women, nursing
mothers, women of childbearing age and young
children can safely aat one §-ounce can of alha-
cove weelkly, plus six ounces of another fish. But
A llpound the average weight of a

gain.

“We've audited the entire una supply in the
United Staces,” FDA Commissioner Charles Fd-
warrds told the media in 1971, “and, for all pracri-
cal purposes, fot the contaminated stuff off the
shelves.”

For years afterward, the FDA tested few cans
aftuna, and the issue dropped from public view:
Even McTnafTie, the professor who gained brief
fame, moved on to other experimencs,

Frompted by the National Academy of Sci-
ences report on mercury s hazards, the FDA de-
cided in 2000 10 135U 4 NeWw CONSUMET warning.
Early draftz indicated some FDA officials
thought the public should be cautioned about
canned funa,

The drafts were tested on consumer focus
gronps, and during one session the parent of a
1mantheold child asked ahour the risks of
canned tuna, Alan Levy, chief of the FDA’s con-
sumer studies branch, answered: “Tt would be,
vou know, prudent to out back if he's eating
more than a can-and-a-half a week,” according
to transeriprs of the meeting.

Addressing another focus group, Levy aec-
knowledged that the agency’s mercury limit in
fish—sinee velaxed from 0.5 to 1 part per mil-
lion—was not low enough to protect fetnses.

U.S. female of childbearing age —wonld exceed
the EPA’s exposure limit just by eating the can
of tuna.

Aposhian was so upset that the government
was nac fougher on canned funa that he gquit the
F advizory panel

“Nobody asked whar this is doing to chil-
dren,” he recalled. “Nobody seemed really con-
carnad about what this would do to pregnant
wnmen.

NOT ALL LIGHT TUNA
LOW IN MERCURY

While many consnmers might be aware that
mercury levels ean he high in albacore mna,
what hasn't bean tully disclosed is the hidden
mercury risk in canned light tuna,

Government and industry officials repeared-
Iy have stated that canned light tuna is a
healthy, low-mercury fish. But they do not tell
consumers that ahout 15 percent of all canned
light tuna sold is marle with yellowfin, a high-
METCUTY TUnE Sper

Induscry offteisls sald thess cans, often mar-
keted as a gourmet product but not always la-
beled as such, contain about 0,35 parts per mil-

PLEASE SEE FOLLOWING PAGE
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lion of mercury—the same as albacore canned
tuna, for which there is an FDA warning. Mer-
cury levels in yellowfin are on average about
three times higher than those in canned light
tuna made with skipjack.

Industry officials say each of the three lead-
ing U.S. canned tuna makers—StarKist, Bum-
ble Bee and Chicken of the Sea—sells gourmet
canned light tuna. StarKist calls its product
“Gourmet’s Choice,” Chicken of the Sea mar-
kets a “Tonno” product under the Genova label,
and Bumble Bee offers a “Tonno in olive 0il” va-
riety.

When asked if there is more mercury in gour-
met light tuna versus the regular cans, Stiker,
the former Bumble Bee executive, said: “Most
definitely. It’s a bigger fish.”

StarKist and Chicken of the Sea declined to
comment, referring questions to the Tuna
Foundation.

Burney, the foundation’s executive director,
said that in the 1960s canned light tuna was pri-
marily made with yellowfin. When the industry
moved to new fishing grounds in the 1970s, boats
caught fewer yellowfin and more low-mercury
skipjack. So canned light tuna became mainly a
skipjack product, with the vellowfin moved into
a gourmet line.

The Tribune tested 18 cans of albacore and 18
cans of light tuna for mercury. After learning
that yellowfin is often used in canned light, the
newspaper analyzed 18 cans of gourmet tuna in
a second round of testing.

The gourmet cans showed low levels of mer-
cury: 0.06 parts per million—even lower than
regular canned light and far lower than the av-
erage reported by the tuna industry.

Stiker said he was surprised by the findings.
He speculated that Chicago had received ship-
ments of gourmet cans made with small, juve-
nile yellowfin that would be low in mercury. Yel-
lowfin range from 10 to 200 pounds, he said, “so
you can certainly get some yellowfin that are
low in mercury.”

‘When the newspaper tested tuna steak made
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with yellowfin, it averaged 0.35. Canned light tu-
na averaged 0.11 parts per million and albacore
0.30.

Mercury content varied widely within most
species tested. One can of light tuna had 0.31
parts per million of the toxic metal—in the
range of albacore and other high-mercury fish.
One can of StarKist had 10 times more mercury
than another can of exactly the same kind of tu-
na.

“That’s one of the reasons pregnant women
have to be really careful,” said Joanna Burger, a
Rutgers University scientist whose staff con-
ducted the mercury analysis for the Tribune. “If
you happen to get a couple or three cans in the
high range at a critical period when you are
pregnant, it would not be good.”

Among those calling for improved warnings
about mercury in tuna is the American Medical
Association, which adopted a policy last year
that physicians should help make their patients
more aware of the potential risks.

The group also urged the FDA to consider “re-
quiring that fish consumption advisories and
results related to mercury testing be posted
where fish, including canned tuna, are sold.”

Last year, the state of California sued the na-
tion’s big three tuna producers, demanding

LIVE CHAT: Ask the reporters questions, 1 p.m.Tuesday.

they place warnings on cans of albacore and
light tuna or post signs in grocery aisles to in-
form state residents that the products contain
mercury. The state alleges the firms are violat-
ing a state law requiring business to warn peo-
ple before exposing them to carcinogens or re-
productive toxins. The case is continuing.

Industry officials are fighting the suit, and
they have an unlikely ally: the FDA. The agency
said the federal warning issued last year—the
same one that misleads consumers about the
levels of mercury in fish—is the best way to ad-
vise the public.

In an August letter to California’s attorney
general, then-FDA Commissioner Lester Craw-
ford wrote: “California should not interfere
with FDA’s carefully considered approach of
advising consumers of both the benefits and
possible risks of eating seafood.”

The FDA, Crawford stated, has studied the
mercury problem for years, has compiled “sub-
stantial data” and has developed “significant
expertise” on educating consumers.

The FDA, he concluded, is “uniquely quali-
fied” to protect the public from mercury in sea-
food.
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