August 13, 2004

To Michael O Fleming, MD, FAAFP, President, and the Board of Officers and Directors of the American Academy of Family Physicians

From: Board of Directors, Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility

Re: Mercury, tuna, and the AAFP’s publication Family Doctor, 2004

Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR) is the local affiliate of Physicians for Social Responsibility. One of our three core areas is human health and the environment, and one of our important campaigns, in coordination with National PSR, is aimed at increasing knowledge among physicians and pregnant and nursing women regarding the harmful effects of mercury, including mercury in fish.

Therefore, we were extremely dismayed to see the ad, on page 152 of the American Academy of Family Physicians’ (AAFP’s) 2004 publication, "Family Doctor: Your essential guide to health and well-being." This ad, which shows a pregnant woman eating tuna and touts the benefits of tuna consumption by pregnant women, is sponsored by the manufacturers of three different brands of canned tuna. The ad’s text briefly mentions, in a bracketed portion of the next-to-last sentence, that “the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) recommends limiting fish consumption during pregnancy to 12 ounces per week.” In fact, the FDA recommends limiting canned light tuna to 12 ounces per week, and albacore tuna, which contains higher levels of mercury, to only 6 ounces per week(1). On page 158, in the article “Eating for Two,” the brief section entitled “Fish with Mercury” does not even mention tuna.
(see next page)
Mercury is a potent neurotoxin which adversely affects fetal development. AAFP’s juxtaposition of the tuna industry ad with articles about the health of pregnant women and newborns (and pictures of healthy, pregnant mothers and babies), will undoubtedly give readers the impression that tuna is safer than it really is. This example, along with the guide’s juxtaposition of fast food ads with dietary advice (which sends the wrong message to readers, given the epidemic of obesity in the US) illustrates the pernicious influence of corporate advertising on medical organizations and on the dissemination of sound public health recommendations. We ask the AAFP to exclude misleading ads from the tuna industry from future issues and to spell out the exact guidelines regarding consumption of mercury-containing fish, including tuna, by pregnant and nursing women. We also call on AAFP to issue a clarification regarding the true risks of mercury exposure from tuna consumption in upcoming issues of FP Report and American Family Physician.

 FDA and EPA announce the revised consumer advisory on methylmercury in fish. US Department of Health and Human Services and US Environmental Protection Agency. Available at:

http://www.fda.gov/bbs/topics/news/2004/NEW01038.html
Accessed 8/8/04.

Sincerely,


Board of Directors, Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility (Approved 8/12/04)
Written on behalf of the Board by:

Martin Donohoe, MD, FACP
Site Medical Director, Old Town Clinic
Adjunct Lecturer, Department of Community Health
Portland State University
Member, Board of Directors, Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility (OR PSR)
Chief Science Advisor, Campaign for Safe Foods, OR PSR 
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