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Te Mana Kounga Kai — Ahitereiria me Acolesros

Mercury in Fish

ADVISORY STATEMENT FOR PREGNANT WOMEN
January 2001 -
INTRODUGTION

. The purpose of this statement is to provide information on the

mercury content of certain types, of fish and to advise pregnant
women, or women intending to become pregnant, on the amount
and types of fish they can safely consume during pregnancy. This
advice is subject to ongeing research. It is not intended to
discourage consumption of fish during pregnancy, rather provide
recommendations on the amount of certain species of fish that
can safely be consumed.

BENEFITS FROM EATING FISH

There are numerous nutritional benefits to be gained from

regularly eating fish. Fish is an excellent source of protein, is low
in saturated fat and is high in unsaturated fat and omega 3 oils.
The Heart Foundation recommends consuming fish twice a week
to gain cardio-vascular health benefits.

MERCURY IN FISH

Because mercury occurs naturally in the environment we are
exposed to mercury through air and water and through the food
supply. For most individuals, food and, in particular, fish, is the
principal source of exposure to mercury. The level of mercury
varies in different fish species because each have different
habitats and feeding patterns. Fish such as shark/flake, ray,
swordfish, barramundi, gemfish, orange roughy., ling, and southern
bluefin tuna tend to accumulate higher levels of mercury because
they are large and live longer and are at the top of the food
chain. Freshwater fish in gecthermal lakes and rivers in New
Zealand may also accumulate higher levels of mercury. Canned
tuna has lower levels of mercury than fresh bluefin tuna because
the tuna fish used for canning is a different, smaller species and
is generally caught when less than 1 year old.

CONGERNS REGARDING MERCURY

Mercury can be harmful to the nervous system at high levels of
exposure. The majority of the population are exposed to levels of
mercury that are not associated with harmful effects. In the case
of unborn children, however, there is some research that
indicates foetuses thay be more sensitive than adults to the
effects of mercury from food consumption. These effects are
generally not apparent until after the baby is born and typically
manifest as subtle delays {(usually only apparent through testing),
by the infant in the achievement of developmental milestones, for
example, delayed onset of walking, talking. The level of mercury
exposure producing.these effects does not appear to produce

22 .

2003/05/22 13:5

H



sod Standards Australia New Zealand: M...ement fothitpgiantvmbonestalatarasyg2008)/mediare...sheets2001/mercuryinfishadvisor1415.cfm

any harmful effects in the mother. Studies on the possible
effects of mercury on unborn children are still on going and until
they are completed, some caution regarding excessive
consumption of mercury—containing focds during pregnancy is
warranted.

CURRENT REGULATIONS

Regulations are already in place that prescribe the maximum
level of mercury that can be present in fish that is sold. These
limits ensure that the vast majority of people in the community
are not exposed to any significant health risks through the
presence of mercury in fish.

ADVICE FOR PREGNANT WOMEN

-There are numerous nutritional benefits to be gained from
regularly eating fish but g iven the on going and unresolved
concerns regarding mercury exposure, it is recommended that
pregnant women (and women considering pregnancy) should limit
their consumption of some types of fish; shark/flake, ray,
swordfish, barramundi, gemfish, orange roughy, ling, southern
bluefin tuna and fish caught in geothermal waters; to four
portions per week (an average portion would contain about 150 g
of fish), Other fish, including canned tuna, can be consumed as
often as desired. Where possible, choose to eat a variety of fish.

ANSWERS TO COMMON QUESTIONS

Mercury in Fish
1. Are canned fish a higher risk than fresh fish?

No. The mercury content of fish is not affected by processing
technigues such as canning or freezing. In fact, canned tuna has
lower levels of meroury than southern bluefin tuna because the
tuna used for canning is a different, smaller species and is
generally caught when less than 1 year old.

2. Does cooking affect the level of mercury?

- Cooking by any technique does not change the amount: of
mercury present in fish or shellfish.

3. WhatifI only like eating flake?

. The advicé for pregnant women to moderate fish intake relates
only to the large fish, like shark/flake, ray, swordfish, barramundi,
gemfish, orange roughy, ling, and southern bluefin tuna. If your
favourite fish is one of these, such as flake, then consider
FSANZ' s advice to moderate intake and eat a variety of species.
If your favourite fish is not one of these then you can consume it
regularly with né concerns about mercury levels Note that flake
should not be confused with hake, which is a small white fish that
does not have higher mercury levels.

' 4, Should I be concerned about breast—feeding my baby if I
eat a lot of fish?

No. The critical period of mercury exposure for your baby is
while it is still developing in the womb. By restricting your
consumption of certain types of fish while pregnant you can limit
exposure to the foetus. Once the baby is born, the risk is much
lower and is the same as the risk for adults, therefore no
additional precautions are necessary. The vast majority of the
mercury that you ingest from food is expelled via the faeces.
Very little is actually excreted in breast milk,

5. Why do some fish have higher levels of mercury?
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