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Swordfish Bought in California Show Mercury at Dangerous Level 
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In more unwelcome news for swordfish lovers, a new study found that more than two-thirds of the popular fish sampled contained mercury at levels high enough to trigger Food and Drug Administration enforcement action. 

The new results, released Tuesday, showed that 17 out of a random sample of 25 packages of frozen swordfish bought in California supermarkets were contaminated with toxic mercury above the FDA's "action level.'' 

The FDA action level of 1 part per million represents the limit at or above which the agency may take legal action to remove products from the market. 

Michael Herndon, an FDA spokesman, said no one was available at the agency who could talk about its record on pulling fish with high levels of mercury from boats, wholesalers or retailers. 

The action level "is a guideline that the agency can use,'' Herndon said. 

Already, the FDA advises pregnant women, nursing mothers and young children not to eat swordfish, shark, king mackerel and tilefish -- the species with some of the highest mercury levels -- and cautions against albacore tuna. 

Andy Peri, a spokesman for the Sea Turtle Restoration Project in the west Marin County hamlet of Forestville, which gathered the samples, said the FDA, the agency with federal authority for regulating dangerous substances in fish, wasn't doing enough to protect the public. 

"There's a law on the books that says the FDA has an action level, but no one's looking to see if anyone's exceeding it," Peri said. "They should call it the FDA 'inaction level.' '' 

The group is calling for removal from stores of any swordfish above the action level and a broad education program about mercury in fish. 

The new findings compound concerns over mercury and other contaminants in large fish feeding at the top of the aquatic food chain. Sources of mercury are rock formations and discharges by coal-burning plants and other industrial emissions. 

Even at low levels, mercury can impair the development of a fetus and a young child, causing neurological and other damage. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency mercury experts have estimated that 630,000 infants are born a year with unsafe levels of mercury. 

The FDA's own lab tests of some 600 swordfish from 1990 to 2002 found that about one-third exceeded its action level. 

The Sea Turtle Restoration Project collected the swordfish samples in March, April and May of this year at stores in Petaluma, Novato, Sacramento, Carmichael and 10 cities in Southern California. The stores include Safeway, Albertsons and Kroger. 

Frontier Geosciences Inc. in Seattle, which conducted the analysis, confirmed that the samples were in good condition when received. 

The average of the 25 samples was 1.38 parts per million. The samples exceeding the FDA's action level ranged from 1.02 parts per million to a high of 4.15. Four of the samples exceeded 2 parts per million. 

At 2 parts per million of mercury, a 120-pound person eating 3 ounces a week would exceed by four times the EPA's safety guideline devised for sport and subsistence fishers. 

Brian Dowling, Safeway spokesman in San Leandro, said in light of the new findings, the company would "alert our suppliers to what they've found.'' 

The company buys from reputable major suppliers, he said. 

"Those suppliers operate under a federal seafood plan to assure the safety of their product at various points in the distribution chain," Dowling said. "We require all of our seafood suppliers to sign a commodity guarantee that warrants their product as being safe and wholesome.'' 

Michael Bender, executive director of the Mercury Policy Project in Montpelier, Vt., said the new California findings affirmed that the FDA wasn't doing its job. 

The FDA's action level "gives the public a false sense of food security, '' Bender said. But the agency uses it only as a discretionary tool, and "more often than not, the FDA doesn't take action to protect the public from mercury exposure." 

The Sea Turtle Restoration Project focuses on saving endangered sea turtles from long-line hooks, nets and beach harassment. 

In 2002, the group sued several grocery stores and restaurants under Proposition 65, the anti-toxics law, alleging that they failed to warn of unsafe levels of mercury in fish. The California attorney general took over the suit, and negotiations are continuing with the businesses. 
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