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OBJECTIVE
The purpose of this report is to inform Regional Council about the development and
implementation of a communication strategy to promote the benefits of eating fish while also
providing information on how to reduce exposure to methylmercury.

DISCUSSION
1. Background
Eating fish is an important part of a nutritious diet for people of all ages but especially for
women and children. Fish is an excellent source of Vitamin Dl omega-3 fatty acids, and
minerals, and is a high-quality protein which is low in saturated fat. Fish is good for heart
health and brain function and can play an important role in the normal growth and
development of children. Health Canada recommends eating at least two servings of
cooked fish each week.
However, mercury, and its biological form methylmercury, is a potent toxin in our food
supply, found almost exclusively in fish and shellfish. Some fish have high amounts of
methylmercury and, if eaten frequently, can harm an unborn baby or a young child's nervous
system. It is, therefore, important that children, women of childbearing age, pregnant
women and breastfeeding mothers consume fish species low in methylmercury.
Methylmercury can cross the placenta where it builds up in the fetal brain and other parts of
the body. It can also pass to an infant through breast milk. A child's developing nervous
system is particularly sensitive to methylmercury. Exposure to high levels of methylmercury
in children can cause:
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A decrease in I.Q.
Delays in walking and talking
A lack of coordination
Blindness, and
Seizures.

In adults high levels of methylmercury are associated with:
Personality changes
Tremors
Changes in vision
Deafness
Loss of muscle coordination and sensation, and
e
Memory loss.
a

Mercury is released into the air, water and soil from industrial sources. It can also be found
in the environment naturally. Mercury travels long distances with the wind and is deposited
in surface water where it is transformed by bacteria to methylmercury. It is a persistent
organic pollutant in the environment and accumulates in organisms that ingest it. Mercury is
designated as a "toxic substance" under the Canadian Environmental Protection Act
(CEPA).
In 2003 the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. Food and Drug Agency
issued a joint advisory on methylmercury and the consumption of fish. The purpose of the
advisory was to inform women who may become pregnant, pregnant women, nursing
mothers and the parents of young children on how to get the positive health benefits from
eating fish and shellfish, while minimizing their methylymercury exposure. The advisory
recommended that vulnerable groups avoid eating predatory fish including shark, swordfish,
king mackerel, or tilefish because of high levels of methylmercury. It also contained
advisories about consuming sport fish.
Analysis of data from the Canadian Food Inspection Agency indicates that levels of
methylmercury in fish sold in Canada are comparable to that found in fish in the United
States. However, the consumption advisories were not echoed in Canada (Health Canada
advises women to limit as opposed to avoid eating the above species). Consequently, in
2004, the Ontario Public Health Association (OPHA) issued a paper entitled "Position on
Fish Consumption, with respect to Methylmercury Content, by Pregnant Women, Women of
Childbearing Age and Young Children, " calling on Health Canada to revise its advisories.
Regulation of, and advisories about, methylmercury in commercial fish is a federal matter.
The provinces have authority over sport fish caught within their boundaries.
Many health units in Canada, including Peel Public Health, were concerned about the issue
and began to advise clients on the matter. A number of health units developed slightly
different recommendations leading to concerns about mixed messages and potential
confusion. In 2007, representatives from a number of health units including Peel, Toronto,
Simcoe-Muskoka, Waterloo, Peterborough and the OPHA formed a workgroup to develop a
common set of advisories. This workgroup also met with representatives from Health
Canada and came to a common understanding around appropriate messages. Health
Canada and the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, following a request from Toronto Public
Health, also provided further data on levels of methylmercury in commercially available fish.
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As a result of the workgroup's efforts, the consumption guidelines used by the above health
units are more restrictive than those provided by Health Canada. They are designed to be
protective of populations, such as many ethnic groups, who consume fish as a regular part
of their diet.
2. Eat Fish for Health
\

Peel Public Health has developed a communication strategy entitled Eat Fish for Health.
The goals of this strategy are: 1) to encourage the consumption of fish low in mercury as
part of a healthy diet, and 2) to educate women of childbearing age, pregnant women and
breastfeeding mothers that eating fish is important for the healthy development of children
but to avoid fish high in mercury because it can harm children and unborn babies.
A number of resources have been developed, including an Eat Fish for Health brochure and
training guide for public health staff who work with mothers and women of child bearing
age. Complementary information is currently being developed for the Peel Public Health
website.
The brochure lists a large number of fish species commonly sold in GTA supermarkets and
organizes fish into the following categories: fish that can be consumed daily, fish that can
be eaten often, fish that can be eaten sometimes and fish to limit or avoid. In each
category, the number of servings that can be eaten weekly is discussed. The Eat Fish for
Health brochure has been distributed to child care centers, Early Years centres, libraries,
prenatal education programs, Healthy Babies Healthy Children program visits, and
parenting classes throughout Peel Region.
Training has also been conducted with public health staff in the Family Health division to
inform them of the best methods of educating mothers and women of childbearing age
about the benefits and risks of eating fish.
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CONCLUSION
Eating fish is an important part of a nutritious diet but some fish species have high amounts
of mercury and should be avoided. Educating the public, particularly new mothers and
women of childbearing age, on how to select fish low in mercury can protect children and
unborn babies from the harmful health effects of mercury.
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