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Mercury pollution is a serious problem across the nation. Every state in America has issued health 

advisories warning people to limit or avoid eating certain species of fish due to toxic mercury 

contamination, many of which cover every waterbody in the state. Coal-fired power plants are by far 

the largest source of mercury pollution in America, placing our public health and wildlife at grave risk. 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is poised to take action to reduce this dangerous threat to 

current and future generations of people and wildlife.  Recent attempts by Congress to prevent EPA 

from doing its job are misguided and prevent the use of modern technologies readily available to 

reduce mercury pollution from power plants and other sources.  

 

Why is Mercury a Problem? 
 

Mercury is a highly potent neurotoxin that adversely affects the function and development of the 

central nervous system in both people and wildlife.  Exposure to mercury is particularly dangerous 

for pregnant and breastfeeding women, as well as children, since mercury is most harmful in the 

early stages of development.   

 

In the U.S., 1 in 6 women of childbearing age (15-44) has blood mercury levels that exceed those 

considered safe by the EPA for a developing baby.  This amounts to approximately 630,000 babies 

born every year at risk of developmental problems because of prenatal mercury exposure.1  

According to the Center for Disease Control, health effects linked to prenatal and childhood 

methylmercury exposure include problems with language, memory, attention, visual skills, and 

lower IQs.2  

 

As a result of these risks, the Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) advises small children and women 

who are pregnant not to eat shark, swordfish, king 

mackerel, or tilefish because these fish are highly 

contaminated with mercury, and to eat at most two 

meals a week of popular seafood containing lower 

levels of mercury such as shrimp, canned light tuna, 

salmon, pollock, and catfish.3   Additionally, state health 

departments issue separate warnings for recreationally 

caught fish (see Table 2). Since 2006, the number of fish 

consumption advisories resulting from mercury 

contamination has increased from 3,080 to 3,361 in 

2008.4  

 

Mercury exposure is not only a risk for people; it is a significant threat to our wildlife as well. While 

humans can control their mercury intake, wildlife cannot choose to specifically avoid eating mercury 

contaminated prey.  It is not only fish-eating wildlife that are at risk - high levels of mercury have 

been found in far more species, and in far more habitats, than previously thought. 
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Risks of Mercury Pollution, cont’d. 

 

Scientists have found alarming levels of mercury accumulation in a wide range of wildlife species, 

including birds, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians in both fresh and saltwater ecosystems.5 

 

There are multiple and varied health impacts associated with high mercury levels in different wildlife species, 

but the primary consequence is increased vulnerability due to reproductive and neurological problems (which 

can lead to behavioral abnormalities). For example, fish have difficulty schooling and decreased spawning 

success; birds lay fewer eggs and have trouble caring for their chicks; and mammals have impaired motor skills 

that affect their ability to hunt and find food.6 In addition, some evidence indicates that elevated mercury levels 

can adversely affect species’ immune systems. All these effects combine to create a severe threat to wildlife 

survival. 

 

Where Does Mercury Come From? 
 

Mercury is a naturally occurring, toxic heavy metal.  However, human activity has significantly increased mercury 

levels in the environment over the past several centuries. Once emitted to the air, mercury falls to the earth and 

builds up in our waters and soils where it is transformed into methylmercury - a highly toxic form that 

accumulates in the tissues of wildlife and people.  Mercury increases in concentration with each step up the 

food chain. As a result, large predator fish such as walleye and trout can have mercury levels over one million 

times that of the surrounding water. In turn, people and wildlife who consume fish or other species with high 

mercury levels are at risk of serious health problems.  

 

Coal-fired power plants are the single largest source of mercury contamination in the U.S., responsible for 

approximately 50% of human-caused mercury emissions. 7   Other sources include waste incinerators that burn 

mercury-containing products and chlorine manufacturers. However, unlike these sources, power plants are not 

currently required to limit their mercury pollution.  As a result, significant amounts of mercury pollution are 

released into the air every year from America’s approximately 600 coal-fired plants.8 Mercury emissions 

primarily fall locally, so these plants are major contributors to local contamination problems and “hotspots”.9 

Additionally, some mercury emissions also stay in the atmosphere and travel longer distances, resulting in 

mercury contamination hundreds or even thousands of miles away.10 

 

Mercury Impacts on Fish 
 

Mercury pollution not only threatens our public health 

and wildlife, it also adversely impacts one of our most 

treasured pastimes – recreational fishing. In most states 

in America, it is no longer safe to take our families 

fishing and cook up the catch of the day.  

 

Sport fishing is not just a recreational pastime, it is also 

a major contributor to our local and national economy.  

In fact, as Table 1 indicates, in 2006, the over 38 million 

people who fished in the U.S. generated nearly $40 

billion in revenue.   
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What Can Be Done? 

 
Given the severe threats to public health and wildlife from mercury exposure, emissions from coal-fired power 

plants should not remain uncontrolled when mercury pollution control technology is readily available. 

Fortunately, EPA is finally in the process of developing standards under the Clean Air Act to limit emissions of 

toxic mercury from power plants. It is crucial that the EPA enforce the law and fulfill its obligation to protect 

public health from this dangerous pollutant.   

 

EPA needs to hear from you! Contact NWF for more information about how you can help ensure that EPA 

moves forward and sets stringent standards to protect public health and wildlife from preventable mercury 

pollution. 

 

Contact your Federal Legislators! EPA’s long overdue efforts to reduce mercury emissions from coal plants 

must go forward. However, big polluters and their Washington lobbyists are putting the pressure on Congress 

to prevent EPA from reducing toxic mercury pollution. Congress must not block these critical public health and 

wildlife safeguards, so please let your Senators and Representatives know that you support EPA’s efforts to cut 

mercury pollution.   

 

 

For more information and what you can do to get involved, 

visit www.nwf.org/cleanairact 
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State 

Total 

Anglers Resident Nonresident Total Expenditures 
 

State 

Number of 

Advisories Statewide advisory information 

Alabama 866,000 656,000 210,000 $699,532,000  Alabama 60 statewide coastal advisory 

Alaska 371,000 175,000 196,000 $516,749,000  Alaska 9 statewide coastal advisory 

Arizona 422,000 330,000 92,000 $802,405,000  Arizona 12   

Arkansas 655,000 430,000 225,000 $420,571,000  Arkansas 19   

California 1,985,000 1,816,000 169,000 $2,420,503,000  California 56   

Colorado 661,000 490,000 171,000 $542,937,000  Colorado 21   

Connecticut 361,000 299,000 62,000 $243,552,000  Connecticut 11 statewide freshwater advisory 

Delaware 151,000 79,000 72,000 $96,775,000  Delaware 7 statewide coastal advisory 

Florida 3,419,000 2,441,000 978,000 $4,308,583,000  D.C. 0   

Georgia 1,151,000 1,033,000 118,000 $1,020,411,000  Florida 328 statewide freshwater advisory 

Hawaii 169,000 104,000 65,000 $110,516,000  Georgia 129   

Idaho 350,000 206,000 144,000 $282,972,000  Hawaii 1 statewide coastal advisory 

Illinois 824,000 757,000 67,000 $774,319,000  Idaho 21 statewide freshwater advisory 

Indiana 720,000 624,000 96,000 $627,167,000  Illinois 26 statewide freshwater advisory 

Iowa 437,000 397,000 40,000 $322,648,000  Indiana 64 statewide freshwater advisory 

Kansas 404,000 319,000 85,000 $242,444,000  Iowa 9   

Kentucky 721,000 580,000 141,000 $855,417,000  Kansas 2   

Louisiana 839,000 720,000 119,000 $1,006,136,000  Kentucky 11 statewide freshwater advisory 

Maine 403,000 261,000 142,000 $257,124,000  Louisiana 48   

Maryland 735,000 471,000 264,000 $568,211,000  Maine 1 statewide freshwater advisory 

Massachusetts 590,000 486,000 104,000 $769,631,000  Maryland 52 statewide freshwater advisory 

Michigan 1,652,000 1,308,000 344,000 $1,671,114,000  Massachusetts 125 statewide freshwater advisory 

Minnesota 1,380,000 1,091,000 289,000 $2,725,366,000  Michigan 120 statewide freshwater advisory 

Mississippi 565,000 496,000 69,000 $240,332,000  Minnesota 1,039 statewide freshwater advisory 

Missouri 1,077,000 871,000 206,000 $1,093,206,000  Mississippi 10 statewide coastal advisory 

Montana 291,000 172,000 119,000 $226,349,000  Missouri 3 statewide freshwater advisory 

Nebraska 198,000 169,000 29,000 $181,280,000  Montana 48 statewide freshwater advisory 

Nevada 141,000 114,000 27,000 $144,634,000  Nebraska 57   

New Hampshire 245,000 121,000 124,000 $172,413,000  Nevada 7   

New Jersey 738,000 550,000 188,000 $752,273,000  New Hampshire 8 statewide freshwater advisory 

New Mexico 248,000 164,000 84,000 $301,101,000  New Jersey 96 statewide freshwater advisory 

New York 1,278,000 1,049,000 229,000 $925,701,000  New Mexico 25   

North Carolina 1,403,000 993,000 410,000 $1,124,274,000  New York 92   

North Dakota 88,000 88,000   $93,729,000  North Carolina 3 statewide freshwater & coastal advisories 

Ohio 1,310,000 1,204,000 106,000 $1,062,036,000  North Dakota 4 statewide freshwater advisory 

Oklahoma 611,000 525,000 86,000 $501,786,000  Ohio 113 statewide freshwater advisory 

Oregon 642,000 529,000 113,000 $496,941,000  Oklahoma 16 statewide freshwater advisory 

Pennsylvania 988,000 845,000 143,000 $1,291,211,000  Oregon 13 statewide freshwater advisory 

Rhode Island 160,000 93,000 67,000 $153,694,000  Pennsylvania 75 statewide freshwater advisory 

South Carolina 938,000 625,000 313,000 $1,404,133,000  Rhode Island 21 statewide freshwater advisory 

South Dakota 134,000 89,000 45,000 $131,089,000  South Carolina 71   

Tennessee 872,000 658,000 214,000 $599,683,000  South Dakota 10   

Texas 3,008,000 2,781,000 227,000 $3,237,212,000  Tennessee 19   

Utah 375,000 288,000 87,000 $371,087,000  Texas 18 statewide coastal advisory 

Vermont 114,000 64,000 50,000 $63,749,000  Utah 14   

Virginia 974,000 743,000 231,000 $733,777,000  Vermont 9 statewide freshwater advisory 

Washington 823,000 725,000 98,000 $904,796,000  Virginia 27   

West Virginia 377,000 291,000 86,000 $333,454,000  Washington 11 statewide freshwater advisory 

Wisconsin 1,490,000 1,094,000 396,000 $1,647,035,000  West Virginia 13 statewide freshwater advisory 

Wyoming 203,000 96,000 107,000 $521,479,000  Wisconsin 89 statewide freshwater advisory 

U.S. Total 38,557,000 30,510,000 8,047,000 $39,993,537,000  Wyoming 4 statewide freshwater advisory 

 

Table 1: Number of Anglers and Total Expenditures for 

Fishing by State (2006) 

Table 2: Mercury Fish Consumption Advisories         

by State (2011) 

Source: US EPA , Fish Advisories 
http://water.epa.gov/scitech/swguidance/fishshellfish/fishadvisories/advisories

_index.cfm 
 

For information specific to your area check your state agency’s 

listing of fish advisories.  

 

Source: 2006 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-

Associated Recreation.  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  

http://www.census.gov/prod/2008pubs/fhw06-nat.pdf  


