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-N.C. Riverkeepers find unsafe amounts of mercury in a sampling of N.C. fish!
-Four Riverkeepers find fish with levels above EPA limit for the neurotoxin!
The evidence is building that North Carolina has a rising mercury problem.  The most recent data comes from a sampling of predatory fish caught by North Carolina Riverkeepers and Coastkeepers.   Four of the Riverkeepers caught fish that were found to have mercury levels above the Environmental Protection Agency’s limit of .4 ppm (parts per million).  The Environmental Protection Agency estimates that 70% of the mercury emitted in North Carolina comes from coal fired power plants.  

Mercury is a potent toxin which is capable of damaging the neurological development of children who are exposed in the womb or exposed as young children.  Pre-birth and childhood exposure to mercury has been linked to lowered intelligence, learning disabilities, and vision and hearing problems.

 “We’ve got to reduce the amount of mercury being dumped into our air and water and that means cleaning up the pollution source.  In this case, coal-fired power plants are the main culprit.  This is now an issue of human health because many North Carolina residents are eating the fish from our rivers,” says Larry Baldwin, the Lower Neuse Riverkeeper, who helped to coordinate the sampling.   

Duke Power and Progress Energy operate all of the state’s 14 coal fired power plants used to generate electricity for North Carolina.  .  

The fish tissue results come just two weeks after another troubling report on mercury in North Carolina.  On Feb. 8th the Environmental Quality Institute (EQI) at the University of North Carolina-Asheville released data from a Sierra Club-Greenpeace hair sampling of Americans.  The hair tests, in which volunteers asked to have their hair tested, found mercury levels exceeding the EPA’s recommended limit in one in five N.C. women who participated in the study and were of childbearing age.  

Currently the state’s Environmental Management Commission is considering whether the state should require new emissions standards for coal fired power plants in North Carolina. Over the next few months, the state Division of Air Quality and the NC Environmental Management Commission will make a choice between adopting a weak mercury rule, or requiring stronger reductions in mercury emissions. The technology to cut mercury by 90% is readily available and has been tested on every type of coal fired power plant in the United States.    

According to Riverkeeper Baldwin, “The choice is clear: we can protect public health and our children's future; or we can allow power plants to delay further mercury reductions for years to come.”

Additional Information on the Riverkeepers Results and Mercury in Fish in North Carolina:

What did the Riverkeepers find? How many fish were sampled? 

Riverkeepers and Coastkeepers caught a minimum of ten (10) fish from their respective water body and those samples were analyzed at the University of North Carolina-Ashville for mercury contamination.  In some cases, where the initial ten (10) samples exhibited high levels of contamination, additional samples were provided.  The sampling and testing of fish was made possible through a grant funded by the Waterkeeper Alliance.  Fish Tissue Data summary:

•
Lower Neuse River – (21 fish sampled).  9 out of 21 (43%) were above EPA standard; 5 out of 21 (24%) were above NC standard.

•
Upper Neuse River – (10 fish sampled).  5 out of 10 (50%) were above EPA standard; 3 out of 10 (30%) were above NC standard

•
Pamlico-Tar River – (10 fish sampled).  1 out of 10 (10%) were above EPA standard; 0 out of 10 (0%) were above NC standard.

•
New River – (10 fish sampled).  1 out of 10 (10%) were above EPA standard; 1 out of 10 (10%) were above NC standard.

•
Cape Fear Coast – (10 fish sampled).  No mercury levels exceeded EPA or NC standard.

•
Cape Hatteras Coast – (10 fish sampled).  No mercury levels exceeded EPA or NC standard.

•
Cape Lookout Coast – (10 fish sampled).  No mercury levels exceeded EPA or NC 

What types of fish were sampled?

The fish species targeted were to be those of predatory nature that would feed on smaller fish within a water body.  This was done due to the fact that mercury is a bio-accumulator and greater concentrations occur in species that are higher on the food chain.  The target species were also selected because of their popularity as a food item for humans.

Should people stop eating fish?  
Most people should eat fish because of the health benefits to the heart as well as to the brain of unborn children. But people should make informed choices about what they are eating.  The state of North Carolina advises most people to limit their consumption of: 

•
Freshwater fish: Largemouth bass, jack fish (chain pickerel) and blackfish (bowfin) caught east and south of Interstate 85
.

•
Saltwater fish: shark, swordfish, tilefish, king mackerel and albacore ("white") tuna.

The state advises that women of childbearing age and children NOT eat these fish at all due to risks associated with mercury.    For more information: http://www.epi.state.nc.us/epi/fish/

Where can I get more information about the mercury hair testing?

The full report can be accessed at: http://www.sierraclub.org/mercury/.   People can also order a mercury hair test kit form the Sierra Club using this webpage. 

Please contact the Riverkeepers/Coastkeepers for further information:

Larry Baldwin: (252) 637-7972



Dean Naujoks: (919) 856-1180


Lower Neuse Riverkeeper, New Bern


Upper Neuse Riverkeeper, Raleigh

Heather Jacobs: (252) 946-7211



Mike Sanderford: (910) 937-0877

Pamlico-Tar Riverkeeper, Washington, NC

New Riverkeeper, Jacksonville, NC

Ted Wilgis: (910) 790-3275



Jan DeBlieu:  (252) 473-1607


Cape Fear Coastkeeper, Wilmington


Cape Hatteras Coastkeeper, Manteo, NC

Frank Tursi (252) 393-8185, ext. 33

Cape Lookout Coastkeeper, Newport, NC

