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Analysis of Newly Released Fishing Data from

First-Ever National Study of Hispanics on Environmental Issues
The previously unpublished fishing data from the first-ever national study of Hispanics on environmental issues demonstrate that Hispanics in the United States are more likely than the overall population to catch fish themselves in local waterways and to eat the fish that they catch. This puts Hispanics at greater risk for getting dangerous mercury into their bodies and makes the new proposed mercury and air toxics protections from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) critically important.

Coal-fired power plants are one of the largest sources of pollution in our country. They emit thousands of pounds of toxic mercury pollution every year, as well as arsenic, lead and acid gases, putting families at risk.  Approximately 48 tons of toxic mercury are being pumped into our air each year from coal fired power plants, which comprise the largest domestic source of federally unregulated mercury pollution in the United States.
 A recent report by Environment America analyzing data from the EPA Toxics Release Inventory found that coal-fired power plants in the U.S. emitted more than 130,000 pounds of toxic mercury pollution in the year 2009 alone.

Toxic mercury is released into the air and then rains down into our lakes, streams, and other waters. Mercury in water is converted into the most toxic form (methylmercury) by aquatic organisms, which are eaten by fish. Mercury accumulates in fish tissues, poisoning them and the animals that eat them, causing death, reduced fertility and reproductive failure.

Of particular concern to the U.S. Hispanic population, mercury can also make its way to our dinner tables via contaminated fish.  Once ingested, mercury acts as a potent neurotoxin and can cause damage to the brain and nervous system.

Pregnant women and children are at greatest risk from mercury exposure, especially if they consume large amounts of fish and seafood.  Exposure to mercury in utero can contribute to birth defects including neurological and developmental disorders, learning disabilities, delayed onset of walking and talking, and cerebral palsy.

At least 1 in 12, and as many as 1 in 6 American women have enough mercury in their bodies to put a baby at risk.
 That means that over 300,000 babies are born each year at risk of mercury poisoning.

Today, our waterways are so polluted that nearly all fish contain traces of mercury. However, fish that are at the top of the food chain, like swordfish, shark, king mackerel and tilefish pose the greatest risk to our health, because more mercury accumulates in their bodies. Federal, state and local governments across the United States regularly identify waterways that are contaminated with unsafe levels of mercury by issuing fish advisories—which encourage people to limit fish consumption from polluted areas. But as discussed above, advisories and warning signs posted near waterways are very rarely in Spanish, posing significant environmental justice concerns for the Hispanic population.
As of 2008, 50 states, one U.S. territory, and three tribes had issued mercury advisories. Eighty percent of all advisories in effect in 2008 were issued, at least in part, because of mercury. In 2008, there were 16.8 million lake acres and 1.3 million river miles under advisory for mercury. This represents an increase of 19 percent for lake acres and 42 percent for river miles from 2006 levels. The increase was largely driven by new, statewide mercury advisories in Idaho, Oregon, and Wyoming.

Nationally, the EPA recommends that Americans concerned about mercury limit their fish consumption to no more than 12 oz. of fish with lower mercury levels (e.g., shrimp, canned light tuna, salmon, pollock, and catfish) per week. The EPA recommends that women and young children generally abstain from shark, swordfish, king mackerel and tilefish because they contain high levels of mercury. For locally caught fish when mercury levels are unknown, EPA advises no more than 6 ounces per week
 – a guideline that could mean significant changes for Hispanic families.
The EPA can help clean up our air and water and protect our children's health by enacting protections against mercury and other air pollution. Under the Clean Air Act, the EPA can implement safeguards to limit all Americans’ exposure to extremely harmful air pollutants called "air toxics." Air toxics include mercury, arsenic, lead, dioxin, and acid gases. Even in small amounts these are linked to cancer, mutations, neurological damage and other serious health problems.
In March 2011, the EPA proposed an updated protection called the "Power Plant Maximum Achievable Control Technology (MACT)" standard. This move by the EPA to protect public health will save lives, prevent disease and avoid hospitalizations, while creating new jobs building and installing air pollution control equipment. This survey's findings show that Hispanics in the United States may have even more to gain from the proposed new protections from the EPA.
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