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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The 1997 American Fisheries Society Forum on Contaminants in Fish is the third forum
convened since 1990 to discuss ways of improving methods for developing and
communicating fish consumption advisories, interpreting emerging data from ongoing
fish consumption studies, clarifying federal fish consumption guidelines, and developing
a cooperative action plan for the future.

Many highly qualified scientists, public health specialists, and regulators made
presentations at the conference held December 9 and 10 in Alexandria, Virginia.
Conference participants included representatives from tribal organizations and
governmental agencies in the United States and Canada.

The forum opened with the presentation of the 1997 Action Plan, which emphasized three
major categories—training and guidance, information management, and interagency
liaison. The Action Plan prioritized activities necessary to develop and effectively
communicate fish advisories, make fish consumption advisory data available nationwide,
and coordinate fish advisory research and legislation among federal, state, and tribal
agencies.

The next session focused on populations that consume large quantities of fish, including
Native American tribes, immigrants in the San Francisco Bay area, and sport fishers in
the Great Lakes Region. The session included discussions of the tribal perspective on
fish consumption advisories and how to communicate advisories to these high-risk
populations, plus a review of findings from recent fish consumption studies conducted
among these populations.

Concerns about public awareness and the effectiveness of fish consumption advisories
were addressed in the following session. Representatives from New York and Wisconsin
presented two different approaches to researching fish consumption advisory awareness
and effectiveness. They discussed methods of developing and communicating fish
advisories. A tribal perspective was also presented, emphasizing the negative impacts of
fish consumption advisories on tribal economic and cultural traditions, as well as the
potential for negative health impacts resulting from replacing fish protein in the diet with
other protein sources.

The health benefits of decreased fish consumption were compared to associated health
risks in the session on comparative dietary risk. Two presenters discussed risks to
indigenous peoples of Alaska, including the psychological ramifications of curtailing
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fishing activities and consequently damaging the cultural and economic structure of
subsistence populations. Results of fish consumption studies in the Great Lakes region
were also discussed, and the social significance of fishing was again highlighted. The last
presentation of this session introduced a framework for further study of comparative
dietary risks.

The second day of the forum opened with a session on mercury and health issues.
Questions regarding the difference between the reference dose for methylmercury
proposed in the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Mercury Report to Congress
and the minimum risk level for methylmercury proposed in the Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry’s Draft Mercury Report were addressed. Results from
studies conducted in the Faroe Islands and in the Seychelles on the health effects of
human exposure to methylmercury through consumption of fish were also presented.

In the next session, the complexity of mercury contamination was discussed, including
problems resulting from biomagnification of methylmercury through the food chain,
increasing global emissions, and historical mercury deposits. The need for ongoing
research on mercury source control and mitigation was emphasized.

In the final session, representatives from three U.S. states, Canada, and the Assembly of
First Nations presented their approaches to developing and communicating fish
consumption advisories for mercury.

The 1997 Forum successfully brought together representatives from the groups most
critically interested in contaminants in fish. Consumers, regulators, public health
officials, and scientists collaborated in moving forward the public discussion of this
important issue. These proceedings capture all of the important content of this
discussion, and can serve as a starting point for further discussion, policy development,
and research on many fronts.
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INTRODUCTION

The American Fisheries Society (AFS) organized and chaired the 1997 American
Fisheries Society Forum on Contaminants in Fish. This is the third forum convened
since 1990 to discuss how to improve methods for developing and communicating fish
consumption advisories, interpret emerging data from ongoing fish consumption studies,
clarify federal fish consumption guidelines, and develop a cooperative action plan for the
future.

Thirty-two scientists, public health specialists, and regulators participated in the
conference held December 9 and 10 in Alexandria, Virginia. Conference participants
included representatives from tribal organizations, Canada, and state and federal
governments in the United States.

The goals of the conference included:

* Presenting a State-Federal Action Plan that clarifies and prioritizes the needs
of States regarding the issuance of fish consumption advisories

* Presenting the latest results of human health studies involving fish
consumption and the uptake of mercury

e Identifying methods of developing and communicating fish consumption
advisories and evaluating their effectiveness in protecting public health

The following proceedings summarize the presentations made by conference participants.
Audio tapes of the conference were transcribed verbatim and then condensed for
publication. In order to capture the tone and the pertinent facts provided by each of the
presenters, minimal editing was conducted. Since the document constitutes only a
summary of the conference presentations and does not include any of the data or graphics
used in the presentations, it is strongly recommended that any questions or requests for
clarification be referred directly to the presenter.

-Proceedings - 1997 American Fisheries Society 1
Forum on Contaminants in Fish






WELCOME

Mr. Jerry Schulte, President
American Fisheries Society, Water Quality Section

At this time, I would like to officially welcome you all to the second annual American
Fisheries Society Forum on Contaminants in Fish. My name is Jerry Schulte. I'm the
current president of the Water Quality Section of AFS, and it is indeed an honor to host
this meeting on behalf of AFS and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA).

We have before us a very unique issue that is being dealt with in a very unique way
through the combined efforts of AFS, USEPA, and state and tribal representatives. In
reading background material for this forum today, I came across a statement that kind of
characterized what this whole issue is about, and it said, “The combination of complex
inexact science with economic and political reactions brings controversy to many
advisories.” Now, if that's not an understatement, I don't know what is, quite honestly.
There are so many complex issues involved in this that we need to go through each one
very, very thoroughly to understand what is going on.

How did we get here? It all started back in 1989, when USEPA commissioned AFS to do
a survey of states to find out what different methods were being used to issue fish
consumption advisories. Stemming from that survey came the development of the federal
action plan of 1990. In that plan were several milestones that were accomplished over the
course of the next five years.

At the end of 1995, it became apparent that we needed to get back together to determine
what now needed to be done. So another meeting was held last year in 1996 and from
that meeting has come the development of the second federal action plan. We're going to
talk a little bit more about that here this morning with many of our presenters.

But first, I would like to recognize a lot of the people that made this particular meeting
happen today. We’ve covered a lot of ground in the last seven years, and it has been
through the efforts of many, many people. The people that helped put this particular
forum together today—Jim Amrhein, Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources; Gerry
Pollock, California Environmental Protection Agency; Rosanna Kroll, Maryland
Department of the Environment; Heraline Hicks, Agency for Toxic Substances and
Disease Registry; Barbara Knuth, Cornell University and former president of the AFS.
Water Quality Section; Jeff Bigler, USEPA; Betsy Fritz, AFS; Elizabeth Rockman, AFS;
Larry Schwarzkopf, Fond du Lac Reservation; and Gale Carlson, Missouri Department of
Health.
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Mr. Paul Brouha, Executive Director
American Fisheries Society

I'm a certified angler, and if you may recall, those of you who were here last year, I came
and said, “As an angler with my fishing rod, catching a fish out here in the Potomac, I
still have a question, and that question is, but can I eat these fish?” Remember that?
Well, I still have that as a very important question.

I was mulling it over and perhaps I, as an informed member of American society, have an
answer to that question; but this year I mingled with the fishermen on the banks of the
Potomac, and I observed other fishermen around the country as I was not only fishing, but
traveling with my family, and what I observed was, increasingly, we have immigrants
fishing, people who have English as a second language who are not very qualified to
understand the nuances of various USEPA or U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
standards. : '

As I was driving down King Street this morning I was listening to a National Public
Radio show about welfare reform, in which they interviewed an angler named Tran who
was fishing in San Francisco Bay. Tran is fishing there not because he’s a sports angler,
but because his food stamps have been cut off. He has no other options for a protein
source, and so it becomes a little esoteric talking to Tran about contaminants and whether
or not this is safe fish flesh.

We have, increasingly, populations of recent immigrants that are fishing as subsistence
fishermen. We also have other minority populations of Americans, especially through the
southeast, that are significant subsistence fishermen. Tribal people, for whom we had a
workshop yesterday, are also, in some cases, disproportionately dependent on fish—that
may or may not be contaminated—for their diet.

So I still challenge you, as we put together the recommendations for this report, to review
it and make it the best document that it can be for your guidance.

But I note here that we still have only a moderate priority on addressing how effective our
information is in penetrating to these populations, and I would perhaps once again
reiterate, but can I eat those fish? And perhaps do it with a bit of a different shift than I
did last year and commend you on hopefully working to make sure that these advisories
are effective in reaching those populations.
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Mr. Robert Perciasepe, Assistant Administrator for Water
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

It’s really a pleasure to be here with AFS again to talk about these important issues. I
appreciate the leadership that AFS has been taking to bring folks together, along with
USEPA, to keep our minds on this very important issue.

I think the subtext of some of this that you brought up—the challenges in front of us in
terms of communicating risk to a very diverse group of users of American fisheries
resources—is a very good underscore to a lot of the work and discussions that will go on
over the next couple of days, because we'll get immersed in the science, in the policies, in
the methods, but we have to recognize the ultimate goal is to have an informed public.
Really, the ultimate goal is to have safe fisheries in the United States, so that we don't
have to worry about advisories, and I'll talk about that a little bit.

You know, this is the 25th anniversary of the Clean Water Act, which is something that's
important to USEPA since we're responsible for implementing it. But I think it's also
important to folks in the United States because a tremendous amount of work has been
done over the last 25 years. The waters of the country by most measures, and I think by
all measures, are cleaner than they were 25 years ago. The amount of pollution has been
reduced by billions of pounds from both industrial and municipal sources, and so we can
be pretty proud as a nation of that progress.

Down the street here on King Street is the Potomac River and 25 years ago it was
virtually a sewer, particularly to the south of the Washington metropolitan area. Today,
while there are still problems that you mentioned in your opening comments, it is a
tremendous asset to the community both in terms of fisheries—bass, warm-water fish
have returned to large areas, and people make a living on the fisheries in that area—and
from recreational and commercial perspectives. There are bikepaths; there is
windsurfing; the whole view of the Potomac River has changed in the last 25 years.

That's just one place in the United States. I can talk to you about downtown Cleveland,
downtown Baltimore, and many other areas of the country where the massive pollution
problems we had in the late 1960s have given way and are no longer there, but we still
have the more difficult problems, some of them the legacy of the industrial era.

I’m also particularly pleased with the tribal participation at this year’s event, and I
applaud everybody for making sure that happens. Tribal people have a long history of net
fisheries and natural resources management. In fact, it’s a very strong cultural aspect of
most tribal cultures on the North American continent. It’s strong and it's important, and
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we can learn a lot from their view of natural resources, so I'm very happy that they are
involved with our work and it's totally appropriate that they are here.

The 25 years of history that I mentioned, in only a very brief brushstroke, is in stark
contrast, in a way, to the very difficult task we've had of maintaining a consensus about
clean water in the United States at the national level. A debate continues to rage about
protecting species, tribal rights, and how clean the water really should be. You know,
when you're flying over it in a helicopter, it looks clean until you really check it in great
detail. You fly over the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico and it looks just like the rest of
the Gulf of Mexico except that there's no oxygen in the water.

The debate is not as friendly, perhaps, as it was in 1972 when there was a great national
consensus that something needed to be done and Congress enacted very strong legislation
by huge margins. We're having a difficult time doing that, and it's with that backdrop that
we are all meeting here. So, while some of these debates continue at the national level,
we know in our professional lives some of the difficulties that are faced by the resources
that we feel very strongly about.

Again, I want to thank AFS for the energy that you’re bringing to this. I want to point
proudly to—and reiterate what has already been said—the fact that the original reports
and recommendations that have come from these meetings have virtually all been
implemented. I think that's a testament to how important this issue is and how strongly
we all feel that we're able to move ahead and implement some of the items in the action
plan, whether it be the guidance documents, consumption rate studies—and we can now
get into more detail of which populations are eating the fish, and which are more
sensitive—or the annual summary of fish consumption listings.

What has been happening I think is quite interesting in that the annual consumption
advisory listing is showing large increases in the number of advisories. This is both a
blessing and a challenge, in a way, that we’re getting more of this information. In 1993,
we had 1,278 fish advisories, and in 1996 we had 2,193. That's a 72 percent increase.

So what are you talking about, Bob, with all that progress we’ve made under the Clean
Water Act? It seems to be going in the wrong direction by one of our ultimate
indicators—the flesh of the fish we are trying to protect. The Clean Water Act said
fishable, swimmable water. At USEPA, we kind of think fishable means edible. So,
therefore, we see a very important link here.

I could step back and say we’re going in the wrong direction. Well, the truth of the
matter is we’'re looking more. We’re learning more about this issue as we’ve tackled
those big problems and reduced a lot of the pollution. Now we’re looking at the resident
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~problem in the sediments, the legacy issues of what’s circulating in the ecosystem out
there bioaccumulating, and we’re finding that small amounts of certain kinds of
compounds and elements are biomagnified in the ecosystem through food chains and
other mechanisms; and we have this problem with us perhaps for quite awhile.

We’re also learning that water pollution is not the only problem. Things that are being
discharged from pipes are not the only problem. Runoff from the land, deposition from
the atmosphere, and resident legacy issues in the sediments are all part of this longer term
problem that we’re going to have to tackle as a nation. So the more we know about this,
the better we’re going to be able to figure out what we have to do.

Masked inside that increase in fish advisories, though, are some bright lights. The
nation’s concern, and rightfully so, about some of the chemicals in those advisories, like
dioxin, has begun to have an effect. In fact, the number of dioxin advisories has
decreased. So inside that overall increase in advisories, we’re actually starting to see a
decline in advisories for compounds that have been specifically targeted. Of course, you
know that mercury continues to be one of our biggest problems in fish flesh.

One of the things that you asked us to do was to clarify the differences between FDA and
USEPA guidelines, and while I have to say that we are not perfectly described, last year
we were able to come to an agreement with FDA and put out a letter jointly signed by
myself, FDA, and Lynn Goldman from the USEPA Office of Pollution Prevention,
Pesticides, and Toxic Substances. We sent the letter to all the states and tribes trying to
clarify when it’s appropriate to use FDA action levels for commercial fish versus the
USEPA risk-based approach for fish from local water bodies. Ithink we’re starting to
make that differentiation and, hopefully, that has provided some good clarification.

I also have to say that, having done that, we feel more confident about working with you
on those differentiations. I feel very strongly about the fact that if the federal, state, and
tribal governments know there's a particular health risk, we have to let people know about
it. That’s part of our responsibility as public officials, part of the public trust that we
have in our jobs. Making this happen is not an easy thing, and it's probably the
centerpiece of a lot of the discussions that you will have over the next day.

We will act to make sure that the information is available to the public at the federal
level, if that's what we have to do, but I feel strongly that this is something that has to be
done, and is best done, at the state and local levels, and it is really our goal to make sure
that happens.

Our knowledge of these things continues to increase, whether it be the health effects of
eating contaminated fish, the location of waters where we have problems, or the art of
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communication. But again, I think that we need to commit to each other that, to the best
of our ability, we will make sure that the information about potential risk to
subpopulations is communicated to those subpopulations.

There are new recommendations that you’re going to be working on. Betsy Southerland,
raise your hand, she’s the one with the bull’s eye target on her back. She’ll be discussing
in some detail later some of the USEPA responses to some of the ideas, and hopefully
you'll be working on that through the day.

But I want to digress from this advisory and warning thing here for just a minute, if you’ll
- bear with me a little bit longer, and talk about the fact that warnings are not enough. We
need to figure out how to correct these problems and not just wring our hands about the
fact that we have these problems. There are some things that we've been doing at the
national level that I hope will help our work in this area.

During the last year we signed a bi-national toxins strategy with the government of
Canada. It’s an important strategy that recognizes that some of these problems are
multinational. They're not just something that we can deal with in the United States.
Especially when you start talking about mercury; it may very well be a global problem.
It's going to require broader based action than just U.S. action to deal with it.

This strategy that we agreed to with the government of Canada has impacts in the entire
United States. We, as a nation, agreed to a 50 percent reduction in the use and emissions
of mercury by 2006. We also agreed to a 75 percent reduction in the releases of dioxins
and furans by 2006. This is in an agreement with Canada, but those are nationwide goals
that we have adopted in the United States.

On a more focused front, we are taking regulatory actions to deal with some of these
persistent compounds. We anticipate, for instance, that the municipal and medical waste
incinerator controls that we’ve been working on in the air program will result in a
reduction of a lot of emissions, including dioxin emissions. Just that regulation alone will
result in a reduction of 100 tons of mercury emissions to the air each year. We think
that’s significant.

We are also setting the stage for more action as we learn more, because these things are
an evolving process. In 1989, when you first met, I don’t know how much discussion
there was about air deposition. There was probably some because it was starting to
percolate at that time, but since then, there have been more studies conducted. This year
USEPA published what’s commonly called the second Great Water Bodies Report, as
required in the 1990 Clean Air Act. In that report, we pretty clearly identified some of the
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problems and put more information out in the public domain about air deposition and
these compounds.

We now have to do an action plan based on that report. What are we going to do based
on what we've seen in the Great Water Bodies Report? How are we going to use our
existing authorities to start attacking that problem? We are working on a follow-up
action plan that we hope will be ready, probably, sometime in the spring.

Somebody told me that we will be sending a mercury report to Congress. This mercury
report has been delayed, but this is more than just a report to Congress. This mercury
report is a fairly definitive analysis and assessment of the sources, trends in emissions,
health effects, management alternatives, and research needs concerning mercury. I'm also
very proud to say that in the aggregate, after all that work, our Science Advisory Board
has recently concluded that all the major conclusions of the report are valid and useable
and scientifically appropriate, including the reference doses (RfDs). The report has been
extensively peer reviewed and re-peer reviewed, and peer reviewed again. So this is
something that’s coming out very shortly and will obviously further the discussion; I'll be
mentioning a little bit more about this.

There are other reports in the federal system that are being developed that look at
mercury, and I’'m thinking in particular of the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease
Registry (ATSDR) toxicology reports that are ongoing. You’ll hear more about that draft
report during the course of the day from ATSDR. They have produced a draft; they are
going to continue to review it, and I'll let them talk a little bit more about that when they
are on the stage later today. This is ongoing work at ATSDR. It's a draft and it's not
ready for use by states or other groups yet.

I think these reports—the Great Water Bodies Report and the mercury reports—are
beginning to set the stage that we know more about this problem and where the sources
are. When we look at what I talked about on the Clean Water Act, we find that we've sort
of done the easy stuff with the sewage treatment plants and some of the larger industrial
processes, and now we need to look at what the sources really are for these remaining
problems. We find that they are much more difficult to deal with. The sources are from a
lot of different places. They’re ubiquitous; they’re atmospheric; they’re runoff from the
land; they’re sediment problems; and so we’re going to need a multimedia approach if
we're really going to attack these problems.

I want to briefly mention that on the occasion of the 25th ahniversa.ry of the Clean Water
Act a month ago, in October, Vice President Gore directed the federal agencies to come
up with an action plan to begin to deal with some of the remaining problems. He put the
Department of Agriculture and USEPA in charge as co-chairs to come up with this action
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plan in 120 days. That happened, by coincidence, to come out on Valentine’s Day in
February. So by Valentine’s Day in February, we’re going to figure out how to deal with
all the rest of the water quality problems in the United States. So you can look forward to
seeing that.

I’'m glad you knowledgeable people can smile. Obviously, the action plan will have
actions that will go on further than that. We're not going to fix all or define all those
problems in 120 days. But I think what's important about the action plan, and I'm not'
going to go into great detail on this because some of you will probably hear more about it
over the coming months, is that it has three major goals—enhancing protection from
public health threats posed by water pollution, more effective control of polluted runoff,
and promotion of water quality protection on a watershed basis.

None of these are odd ideas to anybody in the room, but in his memo to the federal
agencies, the Vice President specifically identified steps to reduce the need for fish
consumption advisories, and I don’t think he was talking about changing the standard.
That would be one way to implement that one, but I don’t think he’s talking about that.
He’s asking how we start to attack these particular problems that are causing
contamination in fish.

An action plan will be produced in February. Ican tell you public health is going to be an
important part of that. Fish advisories are going to be one of the things that we'll be
looking at, and how to start to deal with this in a more concerted way to prevent them, not
just to do better jobs of talking about them. This is the real point of this whole second
part of my discussion here. I just want to list very quickly some of the things that we are
doing in the water program at USEPA moving in this direction.

We’re planning to implement a national fish tissue survey next year. One of the problems
we have with the fish advisories is, when you look at the national level, there are some
places that are doing a really good job of collecting data, and there are some places that
aren’t doing as good a job. There are data gaps when you try to make assumptions
nationally about what’s happening out there. We’re going to try to do this on some kind
of periodic basis; some advice from you would be helpful on this. Maybe every five
years we conduct a national fish flesh survey so we have a statistically valid view of
what's happening out there with this important resource.

Revised water quality criteria: 1 mentioned the mercury study. We are committed, when
the mercury study is done, to revising our water quality criteria on mercury. Some of the
major differences will include bioaccumulation factors instead of bioconcentration factors
and, obviously, a new RfD. Our target for that is this coming summer.
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Enforcement and compliance: Remember, that's another part of USEPA that's pretty
important to getting all those benefits of the last 25 years that I mentioned. Where we
have problems, we're going to look at what the sources are doing and whether we can
work on compliance with those sources.

Geographic targeting: We’re working with the air program on a very innovative set of
tools that we can deliver to states which will link air models to water models using the
total maximum daily 