
MASINAIGAN (MUZ IN I AY GIN) A publication of the Great Lakes Indian Fish & Wildlife Commission Spring 1997 

Baapiniziwaagan! ma j i -mashk ik i 
Beware! bad medicine (mercury) 

Odanah, Wis.—In the Ojibwa lan
guage there is no word for "mercury," but 
identification of poison or bad medicine is 
an accurate description of mercury if its 
levels become too high in the human body. 

While there may be no Ojibwa word 
for ^nercury, twentieth century Ojibwe 
people are concerned about the dangers of 
niercury-contaminated giigoonh (fish) on 
behalf of themselves and their children. 
This, at least, is what a 1993 GLIFWC 
survey of tribal spearers indicated. 

As a result of tribal members' con
cern, GLIFWC pursued the development 
of maps (reprinted in this supplement), 
showing lakes speared by tribal members 
and the mercury levels in each lake's fish. 

Each lake is color-coded to indicate 
the size group of walleye where mercury 
first begins to show a 0.5ppm (part per 
million) concentration. This is the mercury 
level (O.Sppm) used by the Wisconsin Di
vision of Health to advise pregnant women. 

If mercury levels are at 0.5 ppm or 
greater, women who are pregnant, breast 
feeding, or planning to have children are 
advised not to eat any of the fish. The 
advisory also applies to children under 15. 
If the level is below 0.5 ppm, pregnant 
women are advised to eat only one meal of 
fish per month. 

While the states' issueJilmercury ad
visories" regarding levels of mercury and 
appropriate quantities of safe consump

tion, these advisories are based on an esti
mated average consumption of fish in a 
weekly diet. It is likely that Ojibwe people 
consume more fish than the average non-
Indian, therefore, the state advisory levels 
may not be protective enough for tribal 
members. 

Fish, or giigoonh, has traditionally 
been a primary food for Ojibwe people. 
Historically, Ojibwe villages were close to 
major fishing lakes, and the location of 
modern-day reservations are on sites adja
cent to traditional fishing and ricing lakes. 
Giigoonh remains an important and fre
quently-eaten food for the Ojibwe today, 
particularly during the spring spearing of 
walleye. 

Therefore, tribal members may need 
to pay extra attention to mercury levels in 
the fish they take. GLIFWC hopes the 
maps will guide tribal members in the 
selection of lakes they choose to fish and in 
the consumption of potentially contami
nated fish. 

GLIFWC was fortunate to receive a 
grant from the Administration of Native 
Americans (ANA) in 1995 which covered 
costs to collect sufficient samples of wall
eyes from speared lakes, test the samples, 
and produce information pictured in this 
supplement for the use of tribal members. 

Each map represents lakes commonly 
speared by one tribe. Larger scale maps 
(see Mercury facts, page 3) 

Lakes sampled for mercury contamination in 1996 
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The first set of numbers in parenthe
sis on the following maps indicate the 
number offish in the color coded size class 
above .5ppm, o u t of the number of fish 
sampled in that size class. 

The second set of numbers indicates 
the total number of fish over . 5 p p m , out of 
the total sample size for that lake. 

For lakes with allwalleye under . 5 p p m , 
the numbers in parenthesis refer to the 
total number over . 5 p p m (0), and the total 
sample size. 

The ceded territory boundaries are 
representations and may not be the 
actual legally binding boundaries. 

*The tribal reservation boundaries 
are from the United States Census Bu
reau files and may not be the legally 
binding boundaries. 

Mercury contamination of walleye in lakes harvested by Bad River 

Mercury contamination of walleye in lakes 
harvested by Lac Courte Oreilles 

Mercury contamination of walleye in lakes 
harvested by Red Cliff 
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Mercury facts 
(continued from page 1) 
will be posted at registration stations on 
e a c h reservation. 

Particular thanks must go to the fol
lowing GLIFWC staff stationed at the Land 
Information and Computer Graphics Fa
cility, (LICGF) UW-Madison for produc
tion of the maps: Gary Wockner, mining 
specialist assistant; Eric Madsen, data ana
lyst; John Coleman, environmental mod
eler, and Mijid Allen, mercury modeling 
assistant. 

Facts about mercury 
Mercury is a natural element that is 

found in air, water, rocks and soil. Mercury 
evaporates from these sources and returns 
to Aki (the earth) attached to small air
borne particles or is washed out of the air 
by rain or snow. 

Since about 1850 the amount of mer
cery cycling through Aki has been increas-, 
ing about 1.7 percent per year due to human 
activity. 

For example, burning coal, wood, and 
waste (both household and industrial) re
leases mercury into the atmosphere. An 
estimated 75% of newly deposited mer
cury entering land and lakes comes from 
human activities; the other 25% is natural. 

Efforts are being made to reduce the 
amount of mercury entering the environ
ment. For example, the White Pine smelter 
in northern Michigan was the largest source 
of mercury pollution in the Lake Superior 
basin and was shut down in 1995. Also, it 
is no longer legal to use mercury as a 
fungicide in latex paints. 

Mercury contamination of walleye in lakes harvested by Mole Lake 

Mercury contamination o f walleye in lakes 
harvested by St. Croix 

Mercury contamination of walleye in 
Minnesota Ceded Territory Lakes 
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How mercury gets into 
giigoonh 

W h e n m e r c u r y enters Lakes and 
streams, bacteria or chemical reactions 
transform it into methylmercury. This form 
of mercury is absorbed by g i igoonh as 
water passes over its gi l ls . All g i igoonh 
probably contain s o m e methylmercury and 
absorb it throughout their life. 

Methylmercury is easi ly absorbed by 
animals which eat fish. It builds up in ever 
increasing amounts as small insects are 
eaten by small fish, which then are eaten by 
large fish, which are eaten by Anishinabe 
(Chippewa) . 

For example , water containing two 
(2) parts per trillion o f mercury can build 
up to 4 5 0 parts per bil l ion methylmercury 
in g i n o o z h e (northern pike) , a 2 2 5 , 0 0 0 -
fold increase. S o larger, older, and preda
tory fish like ogaa (wal l eye ) and g inoozhe 
wi l l have higher levels o f methylmercury 
than s m a l l e r , y o u n g e r f i sh s u c h a s 
agwadaashi (sunfish) . Mercury is tightly 
bound in fish t issue and can't be removed 
by any special c o o k i n g or c leaning method. 

Health risks of eating 
contaminated giigoonh 

Methylmercury is neurotoxic; it af
fects the brain and spinal cord. Methylmer
cury can build up in the body gradually and 
it may take months or years of regularly 
eating fish to accumulate leve ls which are 
a health concern. Small amounts can safely 
be e l iminated. 

H o w e v e r , w h e n the amount taken into 
the body e x c e e d s the- amount that can be 
el iminated, methylmercury builds up. In 
adults the first s igns of poisoning are tremor 
of the hands and a burning or t ingl ing 
sensat ion in the fingers or toes . 

At higher leve l s , wa lk ing i s affected, 
f o l l owed by blurred v i s ion . Severely-af
fected people have speech and hearing 
problems . In rare cases o f severe exposure , 
a person can b e c o m e paralyzed and die. 

The fetus is most sensit ive to mercury 
po i son ing because its nervous sys tem is 
d e v e l o p i n g . H o w e v e r , y o u n g chi ldren, 
pregnant and nursing w o m e n , and w o m e n 
of child bearing age a lso need to take extra 
care. 

In the early 1970's, more than 400 
people in Iraq died from eating bread made 
from wheat treated with methylmercury 
which w a s intended for planting. Research
ers found that children exposed whi l e in 
the w o m b exper ienced delayed deve lop-

Mercury contamination of walleye in lakes harvested by Lac du Flambeau 

ment in w a l k i n g and talking, e v e n though 
the mother w a s not affected. 

Conclusion 
Hopefu l ly , tribal members wi l l c o n 

tinue to enjoy fish as part o f their tradi
tional diet and avoid harvesting fish with 
higher leve ls o f mercury. These maps were 
created to assist tribal f ishermen in provid
ing healthy food to family and community . 

Mercury contamination of walleye in lakes 
harvested by Lac Vieux Desert 


