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     European Food Safety Authority 
 

EFSA OPINION ON MERCURY AND METHYLMERCURY IN FOOD: NEED 
FOR INTAKE DATA  
 
Question posed to EFSA 
 
In September 2003 EFSA was requested to issue a scientific opinion on the assessment of 
the risks to EU consumers from mercury, in particular Methylmercury, in food.  In 
addressing this issue the Scientific Panel on Contaminants in the Food Chain (CONTAM) 
considered in particular: 
  

• Exposure: assessment of contributions of different foods to the overall human 
exposure and the European intake estimates based on the recent SCOOP report; 

• Effects: two epidemiological studies and laboratory animal studies. 
Considerations were given to adverse effects, lowest effect level for the most 
sensitive effect and consideration of most vulnerable groups, i.e. the unborn child; 

• Current tolerable intake levels: The provisional tolerable weekly intake levels 
(PTWI) as established by FAO/WHO’s JECFA (1.6 ug/kg bw/week) and the 
acceptable intake value calculated by U.S. NRC  (0.7 ug/kg bw/week); 

 
Exposure assessment data limitations  
 
The SCOOP report, which was the main source of consumption and exposure data in 
Europe, only includes data from six Member States (France, Greece, Ireland, the 
Netherlands, Norway and Portugal). 
 
The Panel recognized that exposure to mercury and in particular methylmercury in food 
is predominantly via fish and that there is a wide variation in fish consumption patterns 
between European Member States, both in terms of fish preference and amounts of fish 
consumed. 
 
From the SCOOP analytical results it appeared that there is a wide variation in Hg/MeHg 
concentrations in fish: the calculated weighted mean contamination of total mercury was 
reported to be: 109 ± 845ug Hg/kg food (based on all data for mercury concentration in 
fish and seafood products submitted by a number of Member States). The Panel 
concluded that exposure assessment based on mean contamination level of this unrealistic 
“European Fish Mash” may result in under- or overestimation of the actual 
methylmercury intake depending on amounts of fish consumed and fish preferences in 
the various countries (e.g. the main part of fish consumed in Norway seems to consist of 
low-contaminated species whereas predatory fish consumption which contain higher 
levels of methylmercury seems higher in countries in Southern Europe).  
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In addition, the  SCOOP estimates were based on single point estimates for consumption 
(mean and 95th percentile) combined with single point estimates for concentrations.  This 
approach results in more elevated high-level intakes than when the distribution of 
individual intake estimates would have been used to estimate the high-intake level. 
However, data on whole distribution of consumption and concentrations in fish and 
seafood was not available for all countries.  
 
Risk characterisation 
 
Based on the limited intake data available the Panel indicated that methylmercury intake 
may be close to the provisional tolerable weekly intake levels (PTWI) as established by 
FAO/WHO’s JECFA (1.6 ug/kg bw/week) and the acceptable intake value calculated by 
U.S. NRC  (0.7 ug/kg bw/week).  At times, high consumers of predatory fish may even 
exceed the tolerable intake levels. Based on the hazard characterization data, the Panel 
also recognized that the unborn and young children are more susceptible to the possible 
effects of methylmercury than other consumers. 
  

 
Taking into account the limited intake data available and the 
limited margin between no-observed-adverse-effect levels and 
tolerable exposure levels the Panel advised that “specific dietary 
intake studies be conducted among those more vulnerable 
population groups including children and women of 
childbearing age”. 

 
 

 
Call for national dietary intake data 
 
As a follow-up to the Panel’s opinion on the risk assessment related to mercury and 
methylmercury in food, Member States through the networks of the Advisory Forum are 
now requested to collect available data, or generate new data by means of specific dietary 
intake studies, on individual intake figures for fish and seafood. In collecting or 
generating data, particular emphasis should be on: 
 

• Amounts of fish and seafood consumed per meal and per week; 
• Preferred fish/seafood species, including details of fresh and canned fish; 
• Consumer details such as gender, age, pregnant women. 
 

Member States willing to contribute to this data collection will be provided with further 
details of preferred data collection approaches and reporting formats in order to allow 
comparison and statistical analysis of national data. Depending on the level of 
participation and commitment of Member States, EFSA will consider outsourcing the 
international coordination of the national data collection and analysis and will issue a call 
for tenders to apply for this project. 
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The Advisory Forum members are invited to inform the EFSA of their national plans and 
willingness to participate in the project before 15 May 2004. 
       


