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BACKGROUND

Following the Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives (JECFA) releasing revised recommendations on the recommended maximum intake of mercury for women who are pregnant or expecting to become pregnant (in order to protect the developing foetus), Sydney Fish Market Pty Ltd introduced a maximum size of 50 kgs (trunk weight) for swordfish in 2003. 

Sydney Fish Market is the only seafood business in Australia that has imposed a maximum size limit for swordfish, and the larger fish are still being sold and consumed.

In 2003, Food Standards Australia New Zealand (FSANZ), reviewed its risk assessment of mercury in fish, due to JECFA’s recommendations, and issued an updated consumer advisory statement concerning the consumption of fish by pregnant women, those considering to become pregnant and small children.

The latest consumer advice from FSANZ took into account factors such as the above JECFA recommendation, the level of mercury contained in Australian fish (including swordfish) and Australian seafood consumption patterns. In particular, FSANZ has advised verbally (Dr Lisa Kelly) that the risk assessment was modelled on the fish in the market, which in the case of swordfish ranged from 0.26 mg per kg to 3.0 mg per kg with a mean level of 0.9869 mg per kg and a median of 0.9 mg per kg. 

Tests conducted by Sydney Fish Market on fish sold by Sydney Fish Market prior to the 50kg limit being imposed revealed similar levels to the above ranges.

THE FOOD STANDARDS CODE LIMIT FOR MERCURY IN SWORDFISH

The Code (“the Code”) currently imposes a maximum permissible limit of 1.0 mg per kg of mercury in swordfish.  However this limit was not a factor in determining the revised FSANZ dietary advice, which, as noted above was based on residue survey data of fish that are being consumed (and included fish above the limit imposed by the Code).

In recent months, FSANZ and the NSW Food Authority have acknowledged that the maximum permissible limit for mercury in the Code is ineffective in ensuring public health and safety, and therefore requires revision.  FSANZ and the NSW Food Authority (plus relevant health authorities in most states) acknowledge that high quality consumer advice (based on sound scientific advice and risk assessments such as the FSANZ advice) is the best way to protect consumers.

Given that:

1. Both FSANZ and the NSW Food Authority have agreed that the maximum of 1.0 mg per kg mercury in the Code is not effective; 

2. The FSANZ consumer advice on mercury in fish is based on a scientific risk assessment that includes swordfish that are consumed in the market (ie includes swordfish with mercury levels ranging from 0.26 mg per kg to 3.0 mg per kg); and


3. Sydney Fish Market’s testing demonstrates similar levels to those adopted by FSANZ in its risk analysis that supported the current consumer dietary advice.

Sydney Fish Market has removed its maximum size limit for swordfish immediately and continues to refer consumers to the FSANZ consumer dietary advice on mercury in swordfish.
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