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What is the health concern of mercury in food?

Mercury is a metallic element which exists naturally in the environment
in abundance and in different forms. Methylmercury is the most toxic
form of mercury. Mercury can be found in fish, particularly larger
predatory fish.

Mercury in food may cause adverse effects to the nervous system.
Developing nervous system of foetuses and children is particularly
vulnerable to mercury, which can cause a decrease in intelligence
quotient (1Q).

Why should women planning to become pregnant be
concerned about mercury in food?

If woman regularly eats fish that are high in mercury, it can accumulate
in her body over time, including before her pregnancy. Mercury can be
removed naturally, but it may take over a year for any significant drop
in level. This is the reason why women planning for pregnancy also
need to be concerned about mercury in food.

Do women planning for pregnancy, expectant and lactating
mothers need to avoid all kinds of fish to reduce the risk of
mercury exposure?

Fish is an excellent source of many essential nutrients, such as
omega-3 fatty acids and high quality proteins, for pregnant women and
developing foetuses/ babies. A balanced diet that includes a variety
of fish is beneficial to the heart as well as to the developing brain of
children. Women and young children in particular should include fish in
their diets

In general, smaller fish (e.g. less than one catty (about 605 g)), farmed
fish and freshwater fish have lower levels of mercury. According to the
results of the Total Diet Study conducted by the Centre for Food Safety
(CFS), bighead carp, pomfret, dace (minced), salmon, grey mullet,
sole fillet and grass carp were found to contain relatively low levels of
methylmercury.

Pomfret

Sole fillet Grass carp

Grey mullet

Women planning for pregnancy, together with expectant and lactating
mothers should avoid large predatory fish as listed in Figure 2:

Figure 2. Examples of types of fish that contain relatively high
levels of mercury and should be avoided
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Many of these fish are large predatory fish and may not be sold as
whole on the market. Consumers may refer to the label of the pre-
packaged product or confirm with the restaurant when dining out.

Is canned tuna safe to eat by women planning for
pregnancy, expectant and lactating mothers?

In general, mercury levels in canned tuna are lower than in = -

fresh tuna, mainly due to different fish species or smaller - W,
fish being used. Previous studies conducted =",
by the CFS showed that the relevant health- 4
based guidance value may be exceeded only if
a pregnant woman eats 4 to 5 cans (about 140
g/can) of skipjack tuna a week. However, for \
albacore tuna, 3 cans per week will reach the
health-based guidance value.

Since the species of tuna used in canned foods and their mercury
levels vary from one product to another, it is prudent for women
planning for pregnancy, expectant and lactating mothers to avoid
eating too much canned tuna.

Is it safe for women planning for pregnancy, expectant and
lactating mothers to drink fish soup?

The CFS has conducted a study on the risks and benefits of fish soup
consumption focused on 5 kinds of fish (small snakehead, grass carp
tail, flathead, crucian carp and catfish), which are considered common
for preparing fish soup for women after childbirth or lactating mothers

in Hong Kong. Results of the study suggested that it is safe to drink
fish soup. Nevertheless, women planning for pregnancy, expectant
and lactating mothers should avoid eating large predatory fish (Figure
2), include drinking soup prepared with these fish.

Is it safe for breastfeeding women to eat fish or drink fish
soup?

According to literature, methylmercury levels in breast milk are not
high and breastfeeding has many benefits for infant growth and
development. The benefits of breastfeeding far outweigh any risk
posed by the small amount of mercury that might be present in breast
milk. Therefore, lactating women should continue to eat fish or drink
fish soup as part of a balanced diet.

How to reap the benefits of fish consumption while
reducing the risk?

Fish is an excellent source of protein, essential omega-3 fatty acids,
and various vitamins and minerals. Eating 1-2 servings (1 serving =
150q) of different fish per week in a balanced diet offers significant
health benefits. Limit the consumption of predatory fish listed in Figure
2 as these fish accumulate higher levels of mercury.

Ask for information if you are uncertain about the type or name of the
fish you want to buy, whether shopping at a supermarket, eating out at
a restaurant or ordering takeaway.

Does processing or cooking reduce the content of mercury
of fish?

No. The mercury content of fish will not be reduced by processing,
such as cooking, canning or freezing.
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