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Like it or not: Mercury threat exists in Gold Country fish 
Fully referenced response to the In EDC 6/11/2013 article “Water Board study is good news for the Sierras level 

of mercury in rivers” 

 

By Elizabeth Martin, CEO, The Sierra Fund 

July 15, 2013 

 

A recent article written by The Western Mining Alliance, published in the Placerville online newspaper In El 

Dorado County, deceptively stated, “fish are safe to eat throughout the Sierras.” In truth, 26 million pounds of 

mercury were brought to this region during the Gold Rush,  and at least ten million pounds of which was left 

behind in the environment, a legacy that still affects our environment today. People are exposed to that 

mercury when eating certain species of locally caught fish. The Gold Country region in California deserves a 

comprehensive regional study to provide the public with accurate information on how to eat fish safely.  

 

Here in the Sierra Nevada Gold Country, many of our waterways are listed as impaired due to high mercury 

including the Feather, American and the Yuba River watersheds. The Yuba River watershed saw the greatest 

impacts from historic gold mining and mercury use in the state1 and nearly every water body that has been 

tested here is listed as impaired due to mercury.  The State Water Resources Control Board’s Surface Water 

Ambient Monitoring Program (SWAMP) has published multiple reports which document that mercury exists at 

elevated levels in the environment, including rivers and reservoirs in the Sierra Nevada.2 

 

Numerous studies by universities, physicians, and government agencies have established the dangers posed by 

mercury that accumulates in the food chain, and how the consumption of too much high mercury fish poses a 

health threat.3 Dr. Jane Hightower, a diagnostic physician in San Francisco, recorded numerous instances of 

methylmercury poisoning in California patients who consumed high mercury fish in the last decade.4 The Office 

of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment (OEHHA) has issued several studies on the health threat posed by 

mercury in California fish, and issues fish consumption warnings (available through an interactive map) for 

different fish species throughout California, all of which are available on their website.5 The State Water 

Resources Control Board (SWRCB) also lists mercury-impaired water bodies and related studies on their 

website.6  Additional mercury related resources are available on The Sierra Fund’s website at 

www.reclaimingthesierra.org. 

 

It is important to note that some fish species have higher mercury content than others, and some reservoirs are 

of more concern than others. We encourage people to go to the OEHHA and SWRCB websites and look for your 

local fishing spots to view fish consumption advisories posted online, or whether that water body is listed as 

impaired due to mercury.  Not all water bodies have been sampled for mercury and therefore, may not have any 

warnings. When there is no local advisory present, the EPA recommends limiting sport fish consumption to one 

meal per week7 and general fish consumption guidelines exist on OEHHA’s website to help you exercise 

precaution for those local fishing holes that have not been sampled or studied. These guidelines suggest eating 

http://www.reclaimingthesierra.org/
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smaller fish because mercury in the form of methylmercury bioaccumulates in the food web and in older, larger 

fish. 

 

There are multiple questions you should be asking before consuming any type of fish. What type of fish am I 

eating? How big is this fish? Where did I catch this fish? Is there a fish consumption advisory published online at 

the Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment? How many servings can I eat in one week? How big is a 

serving size? Perhaps most importantly, who is eating the fish? If you are a pregnant woman, it is important to 

choose fish that are lower in mercury, such as wild caught salmon. Eating too much mercury-contaminated fish 

can result in neurological impairments in a developing fetus. This can cause permanent developmental 

disabilities. OEHHA recommends women and children eat smaller and fewer servings per week compared to 

men. 

 

The Sierra Fund (TSF) is committed to providing scientifically sound information about the risk of eating high 

mercury fish, particularly locally caught or “sport fish” found here in the Sierra Nevada. TSF is reaching out to 

different Sierra communities with a focus on educating high risk individuals, such as tribal people who may be 

subsistence fishing, as well as medical professionals who council women who are or may become pregnant. 

 

To get fish consumption advisories near you, go to the SWRCB’s website at: 

http://www.mywaterquality.ca.gov/safe_to_eat/consumption_advisories/   and click on your local water body 

to view the advisory. 

 

For more information contact: 

Elizabeth Martin, CEO  

The Sierra Fund 

206 Sacramento Street, Suite 101 

Nevada City, CA 95959 

(530) 265-8454 x211 

www.sierrafund.org 

www.reclaimingthesierra.org  
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