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of seafood or any other use of the 

amenities of the marine environment.

Metals and Chlorinated 
Compounds in Fish, Shellfish 
and Cetaceans

During 2004–2006, samples from 

a variety of finfish species were 

collected from five major Irish fishing 

ports and analysed for mercury 

content. The survey’s findings 

were in line with those of previous 

studies, which showed that Irish 

seafoods are effectively free from 

mercury contamination (Tyrrell et 

al., 2003). Selected samples were 

also analysed for other trace metals 

and chlorinated hydrocarbons, 

which showed the levels of these 

substances to be well below EC 

limits.

Approximately 30 sites within the 

major shellfish-growing areas were 

sampled on an annual basis between 

2002 and 2006 in accordance with 

the monitoring requirements of 

the two Shellfish Directives (CEC, 

1979, 1991c). As in previous years 

the water quality was good and 

conformed to the requirements 

of the 1979 directive. Petroleum 

hydrocarbons were not visible at any 

of the sites and levels of chlorinated 

hydrocarbons and trace metals in 

shellfish tissue were very low in 

all areas. As in previous studies in 

this series, the results confirm that 

contamination from trace metals and 

chlorinated hydrocarbons is low in 

shellfish waters and in the produce 

itself.

Cetaceans, the mammalian order 

that includes whales and dolphins, 

can often be positioned at the top of 

the marine food web, making them 

susceptible to the biomagnification 

of persistent organic pollutants. 

The analysis of tissue from a 

female killer whale (Orca orcinus) 

stranded in Cork Harbour in July 

2001 showed that concentrations 

of organochlorine pesticides (OCPs), 

dichlorodiphenylethylene (p,p’DDE; 

the most stable and toxic of the DDT 

metabolites) and polychlorinated 

biphenyls (PCBs) were similar to 

those in a number of individuals 

stranded in UK waters. Levels were, 

however, much less elevated than 

those of an individual female from 

western Scotland waters which was 

suspected (as evidenced by stable 

isotope analysis) to have different 

dietary influences and a higher 

relative trophic status than the other 

individuals analysed (McHugh et al., 

2007).

Dioxins, Polychlorinated 
Biphenyls and Brominated 
Flame-Retardants in Fish

In 2004 the Food Safety Authority 

of Ireland in collaboration with 

the Marine Institute and Bord 

Iascaigh Mhara (BIM) carried out a 

surveillance study of levels of dioxins 

(polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxin 

(PCDD)), furans (polychlorinated 

dibenzofuran (PCDF)), PCBs and 

brominated flame-retardants (BFRs) 

in a variety of fish species and fishery 

products (Tlustos et al., 2006).

The study showed that the levels 

of PCDDs and PCDFs and the 

levels of the sum of PCDDs/PCDFs 

and dioxin-like PCBs in Irish fish 

and fishery products available on 

the Irish market were well below 

EC legal limits. Concentrations 

of BFRs were also low, and while 

no maximum limits are set for 

polybrominated diphenyl ethers 

(PBDEs) or hexabromocyclododecane 

(HBCD) (types of BFR), the levels of 

these contaminants found in the 

study were low, and are very unlikely 

to present a health risk to Irish 

consumers.

Quality of Shellfish  
and Shellfish Waters

Classification

The Department of Communications, 

Marine and Natural Resources 

(DCMNR) was until 2007 the 

competent authority in Ireland 

responsible for classifying shellfish 

Table 9.1 Classification of Shellfish Waters, Indicating the Percentage 
of Areas Graded into Classes A, B and C in the period 1991–2006

2006 2005 2004 2003 2000 1998-99 1991-94

Total Number 571 572 613 584 615 586 587

Class A 24.5 29.8 22 21 34 24 55

Class B 56.1 54.3 60.6 62 54 60 29

Class C 0 0 0 2 2 2 0

Percentages do not add to 100 as sites with more than one class are omitted.

1	 Ten areas were classed as partly A and B; 1 as B and C.

2	 Eight areas were classed as partly A and B; 1 as B and C.

3	 Eight areas were classed as partly A and B; 1 as B and C.

4	 Eight areas were classed as partly A and B; 1 as B and C.

5	 Four areas were classed as partly A and B; 1 as partly A, B and C; 1 as B and C.

6	 Six areas were classed as partly A and B; 1 as partly A, B and C; 1 as B and C.

7	 Five areas were classed as partly A and B; 1 as partly A, B and C; 1 as B and C.




