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Introduction 

This 2012 update uses the results of a study involving 
the analysis of 246 samples of 13 fish species collected 
in 23 water bodies in the Delaware River Region  
including those lakes, rivers, ponds and reservoirs that 
flow into the upper and lower portions of the Delaware 
River.  This information was used to support the contin-
uation of current fish consumption advisories and the 
need for additional fish consumption advisories in this 
region of the state. 
 
This booklet summarizes the marine, estuarine and 
fresh water fish consumption advisories for New Jersey 
including new fish consumption advisories for the  
Delaware River Region.  It provides you with infor-
mation on how to reduce your risk by avoiding or limit-
ing consumption of certain fish.  It also offers guidance 
in how to prepare the fish you eat from local waters in 
ways that reduce your exposure to PCBs, dioxins and  
mercury. 
 
Fishing provides enjoyable and relaxing recreation. 
Many people enjoy cooking and eating their own 
catch. Fish are an excellent source of protein, miner-
als and vitamins, are low in fat and cholesterol and 
play an important role in maintaining a healthy, well-
balanced diet. The American Heart Association  
recommends people eat fish regularly. Fish are also 
one of the few foods that are rich in the omega-3 
fatty acids needed for proper development of the 
brain and nervous system in the fetus and infants 
and may reduce the risk of heart attack. Fish are an  
excellent substitute for other protein foods that are 
higher in saturated fats and cholesterol. Health pro-
fessionals recommend that you include fish in your 
diet. 
 
However, certain fish may contain contaminants, such 
as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), dioxins and  
mercury from the water they live in and the food they 
eat. Contaminants such as dioxin and PCBs are classi-
fied by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency as 
probable cancer causing substances in humans.  
Elevated levels of mercury can pose health risks to the 
human nervous system, particularly to developing  
fetuses. Therefore, it is a good idea to follow a few  
precautions in consuming recreationally caught fish and 
crabs, particularly if you eat them often. 
 
Since 1982, when research began to show elevated 
levels of potentially harmful contaminants in certain fish 
and crabs in some New Jersey waters, fish consump-
tion advisories were adopted to guide citizens on safe 
consumption practices. Fish consumption advisories 
are developed through a scientific process that includes 
collecting samples of fish from waters throughout the 
state and analyzing them for various chemical  

contaminants, such as dioxin, PCBs and mercury. The 
contaminant levels in the fish are then evaluated using 
federal guidelines for protecting human health. 
 
The New Jersey Department of Environmental  
Protection (NJDEP) and Department of Health and 
Senior Services (NJDHSS) provide advice on  
consuming those species of fish in which high levels of 
dioxin, PCBs and mercury have been found. 
Since levels of contaminants may vary from one  
location to another and from one fish species to  
another, the advisories are also separated by site. So 
be sure to check which guidelines refer to your  
fishing location. 
 
2012 Fish Consumption Advisories for 
PCBs, Dioxin and Mercury 
 
The advisory table in this booklet provides statewide, 
regional, and water body-specific advisory information 
for various fish species. The table lists the recommend-
ed fish consumption frequencies for the General  
Population and High-risk Individuals for waters 
statewide and for specific water bodies. 
 
High Risk Individuals: Includes infants, children, 
pregnant women, nursing mothers and women of 
childbearing age. 
 
General Population: Includes all others not in the high
-risk category. PCB advisories for the General  
Population are presented in meal frequencies (for  
example: one meal per month or four meals per year). 
This range is based on an estimated 1 in 10,000 risk of 
cancer during your lifetime from eating fish at the advisory 
level. This means that one additional cancer may occur in 
10,000 people eating fish at the advisory level for a life-
time. 
 
By using this advisory, you have the necessary  
information to make an informed choice on the number 
of meals of fish to consume. You can reduce your risk  
further by eating less than the advisory meal frequency, 
however, this need to be balanced with the health  
benefits of eating fish. 
 
The limits that follow each species assume that no other 
contaminated fish are being eaten. If you eat more than 
one species of fish listed in the advisory, the total  
consumption of fish should not exceed the recommended 
frequency as a guideline for consumption. The best  
approach is to use the lowest recommended frequency 
as a guideline for consumption. Example: If you fish  
Union Lake, you can eat four meals of white perch or 
you can eat one meal of Largemouth Bass over the 
course of a month, but not both. 
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If your specific fishing location is not mentioned within 
the advisories on the following pages, this does not 
mean the fish are free of contamination. Not all New 
Jersey waters or fish species have been tested, and not 
all fish species were found in all locations, or in some 
cases available data were insufficient to list a species 
for a specific water body. Follow the statewide adviso-
ry for the listed species if your fishing area is not 
mentioned in the guidelines, or follow the statewide 
advisory of one meal per week for (general Popula-
tion) or one meal per month (high-risk individuals) 
for freshwaters. 
 
 
General Consumption Guidelines 
 
Fish Species: Contaminant levels may vary from 
species to species. If possible, eat smaller amounts 
of several different types of fish rather than a large 
amount of one type that may be high in contami-
nants. Try to focus your consumption on those  
species of fish that have lower levels of contami-
nants, such as fluke or flounder. 
 
Fish Size: Smaller fish of a species will usually have 
lower chemical levels than larger fish in the same loca-
tion because contaminants tend to build up in the fish 
over time. It is advisable to eat smaller fish (of legal 
size) more often than larger fish. 
 
High-risk Individuals: Infants, children, pregnant 
women, nursing mothers and women of childbearing 
age are considered to be at higher risk from contami-
nants in fish than members of the general public. Peo-
ple within this category should be particularly careful 
about following the advisories, because of the greater 
potential for PCBs, dioxin and mercury to affect the 
development of the fetus, infant, and young child. 
 
Health Effects from Consumption of 
Contaminated Fish and Crabs 

 
General Advice 
Exposure to low levels of some contaminants in the 
environment may have long lasting health effects on 
people. Mercury, PCBs and dioxins are among the ma-
jor contaminants found in some New Jersey fish in por-
tions of the state. These contaminants can be especially 
harmful to women of childbearing age, pregnant women 
and nursing mothers. Trace amounts of these contami-
nants may remain in your body for a period of time after 
eating. Should you become pregnant during this time, 
these contaminants can be passed along to your fetus, 
potentially affecting the development of the nervous 
system. Children are also at risk of developmental and 
neurological problems if exposed to these chemicals. 

 NJ has taken aggressive action to  
reduce sources of mercury in the state. 
Levels of mercury from in-state air 
sources have been reduced by over 90% 
since the 1990s. Current sources of 
mercury to NJ are primarily from other 
states’ air emissions (e.g., coal power 
plants) and natural emissions.   

 
Mercury 
 
Mercury is a toxic metal that has been commonly used 
in a number of products (e.g., thermometers, electrical 
switches). There are many sources of mercury in the 
environment, natural and man-made; primary sources 
include burning of fossil fuels such as coal, incineration 
of wastes, and metal processing/manufacturing. 
 
Mercury discharged to the environment can end up in 
local water bodies. Mercury accumulates in fish muscle 
tissue through the aquatic food chain from the food that 
fish eat. Above certain levels, mercury can damage the 
nervous system, particularly in unborn and young chil-
dren, resulting in learning and developmental delays. 
Regular consumption, of even low amounts of mercury 
may cause subtle effects on the central nervous system 
in both children and adults. In addition, long-term con-
sumption of fish with elevated levels of mercury by adults 
and older children may result in adverse health effects, 
including neurological damage. For more information go 
to: www.epa.gov/mercury. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PCBs 

Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) were commercially 
produced for industrial application in heat transfer sys-
tems, hydraulic fluids and electrical equipment. They 
were later incorporated into other uses such as print-
ing inks, paints and pesticides. The manufacture of 
PCBs was stopped in 1979 as a result of evidence 
that PCBs build up in the environment and cause 
harmful effects. PCBs tend to stay mostly in soil and 
sediment, but are also found in the air and water. 
 
Once they enter the food chain, they have a tendency to 
absorb into fat tissue. PCBs build up in fish to levels that 
are hundreds of thousands of times higher than the levels 
in the surrounding water. When people consume fish that 
have already accumulated PCBs, the PCBs then  accu-
mulate in their bodies. 
 
PCBs have been shown to cause cancer in animals, and 
there is evidence that PCBs may cause cancer in  
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exposed humans. PCBs have also been shown to 
cause a number of serious health effects besides can-
cer in humans and animals, including effects on the 
nervous system of the developing fetus, the immune 
system, and the reproductive system. Studies have 
shown that unborn and young children are most at risk 
to PCB exposure. Because PCBs take a long time to 
leave the body after they accumulate, women who plan 
to become pregnant should follow the more restrictive 
consumption advice before becoming pregnant. For 
more information go to: www.epa.gov/ebtpages/ pollu-
tants.html 
 
Dioxin 
 
Dioxin is the most toxic member of a large chemical  
family of related dioxins and furans. Dioxin is an  
unwanted industrial byproduct formed through numerous 
processes, including production of chlorinated phenol 
products such as herbicides, the incineration of municipal 
solid waste, and creation of paper products using bleach. 
Most of what we know about dioxin has been obtained 
through animal toxicity testing in the laboratory and rep-
resentative wildlife species. Dioxin produces a number of 
effects in animal testing, including suppression of the 
immune system, impaired reproduction, birth defects in 
some species tested, a skin condition called chloracne, 
alterations in liver function, and cancer. The federal Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) has classified dioxin 
as a probable human carcinogen. For more information 
go to:  www.epa.gov/ebtpages/pollutants.html 
 
Preparation and Cooking Methods for Fish 
and Crabs under Advisory 
 
The best way to reduce exposure to contaminants in 
fish is to learn what fish species are affected and  
either limit or avoid consumption. However, if you must 
eat those species under advisories, there are steps 
you can take to reduce your exposure. Contaminants 
tend to concentrate in the fatty tissue of the fish you 
catch. Proper cleaning and cooking techniques, which 
remove some of the fat from the fish, can significantly 
reduce levels of PCBs, dioxins and other organic 
chemicals. Please note, however, that these tech-
niques will not reduce or remove unsafe levels of 
mercury from these fish. Mercury occurs in the flesh. 
There is no way to remove mercury through cooking. 
The best way to reduce mercury exposure is to select 
those species of fish which are known to have lower 
levels of mercury. 
 
Fish Preparation Methods 
Proper fish cleaning and cooking techniques may re-
duce PCB levels by approximately 50 percent when 
compared to raw fish fillets. A meal size is considered to 
be an uncooked 8 ounce fillet. 
 

Eat only the fillet portions. Do not eat whole fish or 
steak portions. 

Many chemical contaminants, like PCBs and pesticides 
(but not mercury), are stored in the fatty portions of fish. 
To reduce the levels of these chemicals, skin the fish and 
trim any of the dark meat (lateral line), back strap and  
belly flap. The following diagram illustrates those body  
portions. 
 
 
 

 
 
Do not eat the heads, guts or liver, because PCBs usu-
ally concentrate in those body parts. Also, avoid con-
sumption of any reproductive parts such as eggs roe. 
 
Fish Cooking Methods 
 
Use a cooking method such as baking, broiling, frying, 
grilling, or steaming that allows the fats and juices to 
drain away from the fish. When possible, cook the fish 
on an elevated rack that allows fats and juices to drain to 
the pan below. 
 
Avoid batter, breading or coatings that can hold in the 
juices that may contain contaminants. The juices should 
be thrown away since they contain the PCBs and other 
chemicals that were in the fat. Do not pour these juices 
over the fish as a sauce or to moisten the fish. Butter, 
margarine or other liquids can be added to the fish for 
this purpose once the juices have been poured off. 
After cooking, discard all liquids and frying oils. 
Do not reuse. 
 
Do not use heads, skin, trimmed fatty portions in 
soups, stews, chowders, boils, broth or for fish 
stock. If you make stews or chowders, only use 
skinless fillet parts. 
 
Raw fish may be infested by parasites. Cook fish thor-
oughly to destroy the parasites. This also helps to re-
duce the level of many chemical contaminants. 
 
Crab Preparation Methods 
 
Eating, selling or taking (harvesting) blue crabs from 
Newark Bay Complex and the tidal Passaic River is 
prohibited. The Newark Bay Complex is located in 
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northeastern New Jersey. It includes the Newark Bay, 
tidal Hackensack River, Arthur Kill, Kill Van Kull and 
tidal tributaries. (See chart on page 8.) If blue crabs are 
taken from water bodies other than the Passaic River/ 
Newark Bay Complex, the following preparation tech-
niques can be followed to reduce exposure to 
some contaminants. 
 
The highest levels of chemical contaminants are found in 
the hepatopancreas, commonly known as the tomalley or 
green gland. It is the yellowish green gland under the 
gills. This material is found next to the lump meat 
(backfin) portion of the crab. Chill and break the crabs 
immediately before cooking. Care must be 
taken to remove all of the hepatopancreas before 
cooking. 
 
There is no specific cooking method available to reduce 
the chemical contaminant levels in blue crabs. The fol-
lowing steps for proper preparation are key to reducing 
your exposure to harmful chemical contaminants. 
 
/ Do not eat the green gland (hepatopancreas). 
 
/ Remove green gland (hepatopancreas) before cook-
ing. 
 
/ After cooking, discard the cooking water. 
 
/ Do not use cooking water or green gland 
(hepatopancreas) in any juices, sauces, bisques or 
soups. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Federal Advice on Fish Consumption 
 
The following is provided as general information and 
advice from the federal government. 
 
Fish and shellfish are an important part of a healthy diet. 
Fish and shellfish contain high quality protein and other 
essential nutrients, are low in saturated fat, and contain 
omega-3 fatty acids. A well-balanced diet that includes a 
variety of fish and shellfish can contribute to heart health 
and children’s proper growth and development. So,  
women and young children in particular, should include 
fish or shellfish in their diets due to the many nutritional 
benefits. 

 
However, nearly all fish and shellfish contain traces of 
mercury. For most people, the risk from mercury by eat-
ing fish and shellfish is not a health concern. Yet, some 
fish and shellfish contain higher levels of mercury that 
may harm an unborn baby or young child’s developing 
nervous system. The risks from mercury in fish and 
shellfish depend on the amount of fish and shellfish eat-
en and the levels of mercury in the fish and shellfish. 
Therefore, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) are advising 
women who may become pregnant, pregnant women, 
nursing mothers, and young children to avoid some 
types of fish and eat fish and shellfish that are lower in 
mercury. 
 
By following these 3 recommendations for selecting and 
eating fish or shellfish, women and young children will 
receive the benefits of eating fish and shellfish and be 
confident that they have reduced their exposure to the 
harmful effects of mercury. 
 

1. Do not eat Shark, Swordfish, King Mackerel, or 
Tilefish because they contain high levels of mercury. 

 
2. Eat up to 12 ounces (2 average meals) a week of a 
variety of fish and shellfish that are lower in mercury. 

 
/ Five of the most commonly eaten fish that are low 
in mercury are shrimp, canned light tuna, salmon, 
pollock, and catfish. 

 
/ Another commonly eaten fish, albacore (“white”) 
tuna has more mercury than canned light tuna. So, 
when choosing your two meals of fish and shellfish, 
you may eat up to 6 ounces (one average meal) of 
albacore tuna per week. 

 
3. Check local advisories about the safety of fish 
caught by family and friends in your local lakes riv-
ers, and coastal areas. If no advice is available, eat 
up to 6 ounces (one average meal) per week of fish 
you catch from local waters, but don’t consume any 
other fish during that week. 

 
Follow these same recommendations when feeding fish 
and shellfish to your young child, but serve smaller por-
tions. 
 
Additional information on mercury in seafood can 
be found at the FDA’s web site: http://
www.fda.gov/Food/FoodSafety/Product-
SpecificInformation/Seafood/
FoodbornePathogensContaminants/default.htm  
 
For more information on EPA freshwater fish con-
sumption advisories, go to http://water.epa.gov/
scitech/swguidance/fishshellfish/fishadvisories/
index.cfm  
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