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The significant risk of mercury to human and ecosystem health constitutes a major resource 
management issue. The most common route of mercury exposure is ingesting mercury in fish 
and other seafood. Survey data have indicated that at least 300,000 U.S. newborns per year are 
exposed in utero to sufficient mercury placing them at risk of neurological diminishment (e.g., 
lower IQ). In 2004, EPA and FDA issued an advisory about fish consumption for women who 
might become pregnant, women who are pregnant, nursing mothers, and young children. Since 
mercury travels in a complex manner from power plants and other atmospheric sources through 
ecosystems and food chains, progress in implementing protective measures or management 
strategies has been hampered by a general lack of cohesive, inter-disciplinary knowledge, 
particularly of the inputs, occurrence, transformations, cycling, and food chain transfer in the 
coastal and marine waters. Stakeholders are demanding that health risks and economic impacts 
to fishing interests be reduced. In response, NOAA scientists are coordinating research programs 
to develop scientific information and tools for use in minimizing human health and ecological risks 
posed by mercury contamination. This talk will provide an overview of their approach, from 
monitoring mercury concentrations to determining mercury source, fate, and cycling to 
characterizing human health and ecological risk, to improving outreach to reduce those risks. 
Current efforts focus on the Gulf of Mexico, future work may build on long-term research in the 
Florida Everglades and importance of wetlands in the accumulation and food web-transfer in 
aquatic systems. 
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