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Washington State’s
Fish Advisories and the  
Healthy Fish Guide



• Recreational and Commercial               
Fish Consumption Advisories Program.

• Research efforts which support the 
development of the Healthy Fish Guide.

• Healthy Fish Choices Grocery Store Pilot 
Project and Survey.

Overview 



Fish Advisories Program
WADOH recommends that all Washingtonians eat fish two 
times per week as part of a healthy diet.  

Eat Fish, Be Smart, Choose Wisely

We determine if fish from the waters of Washington state are 
safe to consume, and if the fish you buy are safe to eat.
Meal Limits
• How much fish you can safely eat per week or month.
• Recreational & commercial fish.
Checklist on how to Reduce Your Exposure to Contaminants
• Eat a variety of fish and eat smaller fish. 
• Cleaning and cooking techniques to reduce toxins. 

Health Benefits Statement 



Why are we concerned?

•Eating fish is the main way that people in WA 
State are exposed to methylmercury and  
PCBs.

•Washington State data show that 5% of 
women still get too much methylmercury in 
their diet from eating fish.  

•The 2004 Federal Mercury in Fish and 
Shellfish Advisory was shown to confuse 
people.



Recreational Fish Advisories
Sport- caught

13 Advisories (includes Puget Sound)
• Waterbody specific
• Species specific

Statewide Fish Consumption Advisory for Mercury 

• Recreational Species:
Northern pikeminnow – Do not eat (2009)
Smallmouth & largemouth bass- 2 meals per month (6/03)

Target population: women who are or may become pregnant, 
nursing mothers, and young children. 
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WASHINGTON STATE 
FISH CONSUMPTION ADVISORIES

Statewide Mercury Advisory: 
Northern Pikeminnow:  DO NOT EAT

Largemouth and Smallmouth bass:  2 meals per month 



www.doh.wa.gov/fish

Signage                       Fact sheetsWebsite

Publications



Commercial Fish Advisories
Strategy:  Broaden Federal advice on store-bought fish.                 

Result the Healthy Fish Guide. 

What we know:
• The public is confused about which fish are safe to eat. 
• Fish are high in health benefits. 

What we didn’t know:
• How much fish and which fish species the public was eating.
• Where were they consuming fish from.
• What level of contaminants are in these fish.

Our goal: To encourage the public to eat at least two fish meals per 
week as part of the American Heart Association’s 
recommendations.

DOH studies that supported our goal:
• Behavioral Risk Factors Surveillance System (BRFSS).
• Analysis of Chemical Contaminant Levels in Store-Bought Fish.
• Human Health Evaluation of Contaminants in Puget Sound Fish



Consumption % who ate fish in past 30 days        
(all participants) (95% CI)

Mean times per month
(consumers) (95% CI)

Any fish 88% 6.46

Store-bought fish
Restaurant meals inc.
N=6347

74% 4.56

Sport-caught fish
N=6409

17% 2.88

Canned tuna 57% 3.27 

All 3 fish types 8% 10.08 

Washington State

BRFSS Results (2002, 2004, 2005)
• Ongoing telephone survey  (CDC).

• Collects information about health behaviors, attitudes, and knowledge.

• Added questions on fish consumption and advisory awareness.

Types of fresh fish 
eaten from stores in 
past 30 days

Salmon  44%
Halibut  20%
Cod  13%
Tuna  (fresh) 6%
Sole  4%
Catfish  3%
Tilapia  3%
Snapper  2%



Objective: To characterize levels of mercury and PCBs in 
canned tuna and fresh fish sold in grocery stores.

•Species chosen based on frequency of consumption    and 
expected contaminant levels. 

•Fish Tested: Catfish, cod, flounder, halibut, red snapper, 
pollack, salmon, tuna (canned light/white).

•Expanded analysis to PBDEs.

Analysis of Chemical Contaminant Levels in 
Store-Bought Fish from Washington State

Dave McBride, MS   Jim VanDerslice, PhD 
Denise Laflamme, MS, MPH 

Asnake Hailu, Dr PH   Liz Carr, MS



Conclusions
• Mercury was most frequently detected

– 7 out of 9 species had det. freq. > 90%
– Canned white tuna had highest mean (357 ppb)
– Hg levels resulted in more restrictive meal 

recommendations in 6 out of 9 species

• PCBs – only halibut, red snapper, & salmon had 
det. freq. >10%
– Salmon had highest mean (32 ppb)
– PCB levels more restrictive in catfish and salmon

• Levels of PBDEs measured in fish sold in 
Washington State grocery stores are similar to 
levels previously reported
– BDE-47 most frequently detected in fish



Where to from here?
DOH research determined fish preferences, 
consumption frequency, contaminant levels in WA fish, 
and where people are getting their fish.    

Outcome:

Point of Purchase Strategy 

 Healthy Fish Guide  

 Healthy Fish Choices Grocery Store Pilot Project

 Survey of  the Pilot Project



Healthy Fish Choices Grocery Store Pilot
• Partnered with Thurston County Health.                     

Displayed in 3 stores and 2 co-ops.

• Social Marketing approach- worked with store 
managers.

• Identified the benefits and barriers.

• Unexpected outcomes:


 

Stores  wanted to provide this info. 



 

They were aware of California Prop 65 and wanted this   
to be a voluntary effort. 



 

Stores wanted sustainable fish choices included:
(Seafood Watch, Environmental Defense, and NOAA Fish Watch). 







The “Before” and “After” Picture
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Packaged
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Grocery Store 
Point-of-Purchase Survey

Purpose: To find out whether shoppers who bought fish noticed the 
Healthy Choice materials, what they noticed, and what influenced their 
fish purchase.

• Pilot survey
– Wanted to track fish sales data, but they were not available.

• In-store survey of shoppers who bought fish.

• Conducted at 3 grocery stores (total of 75 customers).
2 were full service seafood counters   
1 packaged seafood area

• Administered by health department staff.

• Participants given a $5 gift card.

• Survey included 10 questions about materials.

• Demographic information also collected.



Noticed
Materials

Top 3 Notice Full 
Service

Packaged

All         
N=75
49 women
26 men

57% 

(43)

Stickers Package       22%
Healthy Fish Guide    23%
Fish  List  Decal         18%

66%

(33)

40%

(10)
2 or more

46 %  
(20) 

Women 55%

(27)

Stickers 25%
Healthy Fish Guide    18%
Fish  List Decal 16%

Guides     40%
Fish List  40%
Stickers   30%

(20)

Stickers  100%
Guide        17%
FSS Decal 17%

(6)
Men 65%

(17)

Healthy Fish Guide  31%
Fish List Decal         23%
Stickers/
Hanging Sign           19%

Guide       46%
Fish List  38%      
Sign         38%

(13)

Stickers  100%
Guide        50%
FL Decal   25%

(4)

Results – POP Materials 

Seafood purchased
Top 3: Salmon, shrimp, cod
• Liked it
• Price 
• Wild, not farmed



Conclusions: Survey and Pilot

Survey Summary
•> half people surveyed noticed at least one item.
•Most noticed: Healthy Fish Guide, Healthy Fish List Guide 
Decal, and Healthy Choice stickers.
•Message most remembered “Fish is a Healthy Choice”.
•26% said the materials helped them with their choice.
•Survey informed us which materials work best.

Survey Limits
• Surveyed after one month displayed. 
•Only surveyed 3 stores, all in predominantly white areas.
•Stores not randomized. 
•Not able to survey people who did not purchase fish that 
may have been discouraged. 



Recommendations
•Translate into other languages and test (different population  
meal sizes, types of fish etc).
•Partner and share resources with other states to develop 
consistent messaging (OR has adopted/modified the guide).
•Live document; needs updating via additional fish testing and 
sustainability research.

PILOT PROJECT – Other Observations  

•Store managers and staff were receptive to the information.
•Approach did not turn people away from fish (of those 
surveyed).

•Anecdotal positive, thankful responses; liked graphics. 

Now in 13 stores  mainly around Puget Sound.



Phase II



This program provides great information to customers in a format  
that is easy to understand.    I believe it is something that we have, 
and need to continue, to make part of our every day operation. 

Kevin Stormans,  Stormans Inc.

Comments from Stores

We here feel very strongly that this pilot helps train our customer 
base in the value and health importance of eating more seafood. 

Ken Grasser, Director of Fresh Foods, Fuller Market Basket Inc.

This information not only educates the customer- but also the store 
employees. In today's health conscious society it is important for 
the retailer to provide the customer with accurate easy to understand 
information about the food they are purchasing.

Rich Stites,  Northwest Meat & Seafood Consultants
(In retail grocery business for 38 years) 



Oregon  



UC Berkeley Health Research for Action
Perspectives  August  2008

Fish Contamination: 
Environment and Health at Risk

Grocery Store Pilot Project
Web page at:  www. doh.wa.gov/fish



What is WA doing to reduce contaminants?
Washington’s Persistent BioaccumulativeToxins (PBT) 
Rule (Chapter 173-333 WAC)

• A unique program among states

• Goal is to reduce and phase-out PBTs
• Rule contains an initial list of 74 PBTs and 2 metals of concern and a 

schedule for revising the list

• Directs Ecology, in consultation with Dept. of Health, to 
develop  Chemical Action Plans (CAPs) for PBTs that: 

• Identify, characterize, and evaluate the uses of PBTs, and

• Recommend actions to protect human health and the environment

• PBTs evaluated to date: 
• Mercury (2003)
• Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDE) flame retardants (2006)
• Lead (2008)
• Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) – 2009-2010
• Perfluorooctane sulfonates (PFOS) - > 2010
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Cut-offs values for the green, yellow, and red columns

For mercury:
Recommendation         Hg Concentration (ppb) Category
Do not eat > 1000 Red 
One meal per month       646 – 1000 Red
2 meals per month 316 – 645 Yellow
1 meal per week 156 - 315 Yellow
2 meals per week 76 – 155 Green
Unlimited < 75 Green

For PCBs:
Recommendation PCB Concentration (ppb) Category
Do not eat > 340 Red
One meal per month 126 – 340 Red
2 meals per month 61 – 125 Yellow
1 meal per week 31 – 60 Yellow
2 meals per week 16 – 30 Green
Unlimited ( < 15 Green



Update 
PBDEs:

PBDE Cap (2006) Resulted in a law (RCW70.76) passed in 2007 
banning products containing penta and octa. 

Deca in electronics and residential furniture is banned in Washington 
State beginning in 2011 based on the agencies identifying safer 
alternatives per the law.   

Ecology and DOH report (January 2009)
Alternatives to Deca-BDE in Televisions and Computers and Residential 
Upholstered Furniture
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0907041.html .  

Lead :

Lead wheel weights are banned starting in 2011.  Ecology plans to 
propose legislation in 2011 to require assessments for lead-based paint 
in pre-1960 rental homes and apartments.  

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0907041.html


Who are we trying to protect?
• Women who are or may become pregnant, 

nursing mothers, and young children 

• High-end consumers 
• Native American tribes
• Asian and Pacific Islander communities
• Recreational anglers
• Communities that utilize a specific fishing 

area.   

• General population – people who are concerned 
about toxins in fish.
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