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eating for two
mercury, which can harm a baby’s devel-
oping neurological system. 
 Past disasters tell the story. After tons 
of mercury were accidentally dumped 
into a Japanese bay in the 1950s, thou-
sands of babies whose moms ate fish 
from that region were born with mental 
retardation, cerebral palsy, blindness, 
and other problems. A similar disaster 
involving grain contaminated with a 
mercury-laden pesticide occurred in Iraq 
in the 1970s. “This ‘natural’ experiment 
resulted in catastrophic birth defects,” 

says Charles Lockwood, M.D., chair of 
the department of obstetrics, gynecol-
ogy, and reproductive sciences at Yale 
School of Medicine.  
 More recently, in 2004, researchers 
from the Harvard School of Public Health 
tested children in the Faroe Islands and 
found that those with the highest prenatal 
exposure to mercury had some reductions 
in brain function. This population eats a 
lot of pilot whale, a species with particu-
larly high mercury levels.

the pro-fish retort
Some scientists think women could 
be sacrificing important nutrients by 
sidetracking seafood. “Fish contains sub-
stances called long-chain omega-3 fatty 
acids, which play a key role in vision and 
intelligence,” says Jeffrey Hampl, Ph.D., 
R.D., associate professor of nutrition at Ari-
zona State University. “We’re not talking 
about the difference between Einstein and 
a high school dropout, but those [children] 
whose mothers got plenty of long-chain 
fatty acids usually come out ahead.” 
 And scientists don’t really know how 
harmful mercury is at the much lower lev-
els found in most fish, although research 
is beginning to offer some clues. 
 In a long-running study of children 
born to women in the Republic of 

Seychelles, consuming more fish than the 
FDA advises—and thus higher levels of 
mercury—doesn’t appear to hurt babies’ 
brain power. “We looked at women who eat 
very large quantities of fish—averaging 11 
meals a week—and with mercury levels six 
times higher than those in the U.S.,” says 
study author Philip W. Davidson, Ph.D., 
professor of pediatrics, environmental 
medicine, and psychiatry at the Univer-
sity of Rochester School of Medicine & 
Dentistry. “We’ve been following a group 
of their children, now age 18, and haven’t 

been able to discern any negative effects 
from methyl mercury.” 
 What’s more, in a study of more than 
11,000 British women published in 2007, 
children of women who ate less than 12 
ounces of fish weekly during pregnancy 
actually had a greater risk of lower IQs and 
test scores at age 8 than kids whose moth-
ers ate 12 ounces of fish or more. Kids of 
women who consumed less fish were also 
more likely to have behavioral problems.  
 “We found the benefits of eating fish in 
pregnancy far outweigh the almost neg-
ligible risk of toxicological effects from 
mercury,” says Joseph Hibbeln, M.D., 
a researcher with National Institutes 
of Health, which published the study.  
(Hibbeln’s work has also indicated that the 
omega-3s in fish may protect women from 
depression after their babies are born.)

seafood savvy
Studies such as those above have investi-
gators wondering if there’s something in 
fish that counteracts the negative effects 
of mercury. One candidate: selenium. 
Deepwater fish contain loads of the nutri-
ent, which may bind with—and thus 
neutralize—the dangerous toxin. Studies 
to test this idea are under way. “Govern-
ment advisories haven’t looked at the 
fish as a whole food,” Hibbeln says. “And 

they don’t estimate the risk of nutritional 
deficiencies from not eating fish.” 
 For now, the research on fish consump-
tion and mercury  toxicity presents a mixed 
picture, and the arguments both for and 
against fish consumption are compelling. 
“Ultimately we have to make decisions 
based on imperfect data,” Lockwood says.  
 The FDA continues to review the 
research, according to Michael Bolger, 
Ph.D., a toxicologist and head of the FDA’s 
chemical hazards assessment team. 
“We’re taking a hard look at it,” he says. 
“If you go above 12 ounces a week, what 
does that translate to in terms of risks 
and benefits?”  
 Until more is known, taking a fish 
oil supplement to obtain omega-3 fatty 
acids is one way around the dilemma. 
The majority of manufacturers remove 
toxins like mercury from their capsules. 
(To be sure that a supplement is safe, scan 
the list at Environmental Defense Fund: 
www.edf.org/page.cfm?tagID=1521.) But 
experts wonder if capsules are complete 
enough, since there may be other things 
in fish beneficial to a developing fetus.
 Right now there’s no good reason to 
avoid seafood completely, though there 
is good reason to be cautious. “It’s clear 
that fish has to be part of the diet,” Bolger 
says. Experts are in agreement that eating 
up to 12 ounces weekly of fish that are low 
in mercury is healthful and probably safe. 
Likewise, there’s agreement that it’s pru-
dent to avoid the higher-risk types listed in 
the FDA/EPA advisory. (One special case 
is farmed salmon, which has been found to 
have seven times the PCBs as wild salmon. 
Pregnant women are probably better off 
sticking with wild salmon. And since PCBs 
accumulate in the fat of the fish, the FDA 
recommends trimming the fat and skin 
before cooking. Try broiling, grilling, or 
baking the fish on a rack so the fat drips 
away, lessening the risk of exposure.)
 Ultimately, Stacy Pace’s prenatal 
strategy of carefully including seafood 
in her diet worked out, and she now has 
three thriving daughters to show for it. 
“Now, had there been concerns regarding 
chocolate,” she quips, “I’d have been one 
unhappy camper!” 

By the time she was into her third 
pregnancy, Stacy Pace, a stay-at-home 
mom in Charlotte, North Carolina, knew 
the ropes. So when she got wind of new 
concerns about the mercury in fish, she 
was skeptical. “When you’ve survived 

one or two pregnancies, and then hear 
that something you ate all along might 
cause some problems, it’s easier to ignore 
because you did it before,” she says. “Why 
change now?”  
 Since 2004, the Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) and the Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA) have 
recommended that pregnant and nursing 
women and those who might become preg-
nant steer clear of fish that accumulate 
high levels of mercury—shark, swordfish, 
king mackerel, and tilefish—and limit 
consumption of all others to 12 ounces 
weekly: about two servings of fish a week. 
(To see the advisory, visit www.cfsan.fda 
.gov/~dms/admehg3.html.)
 The same fish that accumulate high 
levels of mercury also tend to accumulate 
high levels of other chemicals, includ-
ing polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) 
and dioxin. These chemicals also pose 
health risks, although to a lesser extent 
than mercury. According to the FDA, 
unlike mercury, dioxins and PCBs aren’t 
frequently found at harmful levels, so no 
advisories have been issued.
 So Pace tweaked her diet. “I looked at 
the list of high-risk fish, and fortunately, 
I don’t care much for them,” she says. 
“I love salmon and figured any benefit 
would outweigh the risk. I occasionally ate 
tuna steak (a higher-risk option than the 
low-mercury light tuna from cans), but it 
wasn’t a huge sacrifice to pass on it.”
 Pace’s reasoned approach to the fish 
warnings may be the exception, how-
ever. Fish consumption overall—even 
of species that contain little mercury—
has dropped since the warnings have 
appeared. Some 90 percent of women 
are eating less than the amount of fish 
the FDA has recommended as the upper 
limit, according to the National Health 
and Nutrition Examination Survey. And 
among pregnant women in a recent Medi-
cal University of South Carolina study, 56 
percent crossed fish off their shopping 
lists in the wake of the FDA advisory. 

the anti-fish argument
These women are reacting to evidence 
showing that mercury—at least in high 
levels—presents a potent threat to kids. 
Released into the atmosphere from coal-
fired power plants, the chemical enters 
the ocean, where it’s consumed by fish. 
Larger fish like tuna and swordfish eat 
smaller fish, thus accumulating more d
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a fishy story 
Fish is a great source of protein and one of the healthiest 
foods you can eat while you’re pregnant. Or . . . fish 
harbor harmful substances like mercury, PCBs, and diox-
in, and should be avoided during pregnancy. Which is it? 
By Beth Howard

Right now there’s no good reason 
to avoid seafood completely, though 
there is good reason to be cautious.


