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6 Dispute between Faroe Islands and Seychelles on mercury
JIO0—#E LA TILD KRN

The Faroe Islands are an autonomous territory of Denmark located to the north of Scotland, halfway
between Iceland and Norway. Republic of Seychelles is a small archipelagic nation in the Indian
Ocean located to the north of Madagascar and the east of African Continent. There is no clue that
these two archipelagos had actually been involved in a harsh dispute on the mercury exposures.
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Location of Faroe Islands and Seychelles

Contradictory results triggered a harsh dispute
MR LAARERIC/ARILHENFE

The story begins in 1980’s when two research groups conducted mercury studies. At that time, the
scientific knowledge on high-level exposure risk to mercury, as was occurred in Minamata, has been
accumulated. However, the toxicity thresholds of low-level mercury exposure have not been well
understood. The researchers’ interest, then, shifted to “Whether low-level mercury exposures such
as regular fish consumption may cause adverse health effect or not.” Whale meat is routinely
consumed in the Faroe Islands through traditional whaling, where the researchers from the
University of Southern Denmark undertook ‘Birth Cohorts in the Faroe Islands’. The University of
Rochester selected Republic of Seychelles for its study titled ‘Seychelles Child Development and
Nutrition Study’. Approximately 80% of the citizens ate fish, coastal fish, mainly inshore fish such as
horse mackerel, every day, which was suitable dietary pattern of the study.
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In Faroe Islands, neurobehavioral development studies were conducted at 7 and 14 years of age on
1023 mother-child pairs born between 1986 and 1987. The result indicated that the several
indicators of neurodevelopment were found to be significantly associated with mercury exposure.
On the other hand, in Seychelles, neurodevelopmental research was conducted to the 779 child-
parent pairs born between 1989 and 1990 at 6.5, 19, 29, 66 months and 9 years of age. They found
no decline in psychological and developmental test scores seen in the Faroe Islands at any age.
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Does low-level methylmercury exposure adversely affect neurodevelopment in children or not?
Since 1998, when these mutually contradictory results were complete, triggered a harsh dispute
between two research groups. The Faroe Islands research group insisted that the Seychelles study
had high uncertainties in its results and "underestimated the effects of methylmercury.” On the
other hand, the Seychelles study group emphasized that methylmercury affects neurodevelopment
in children sometimes positively and sometimes negatively, with inconsistent results. They
repeatedly explained that the result in Faroe Island is “nothing more than a coincidence."
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New study reconciled the dispute

NPV DROF EIGoT-DIE?
A new Seychelles Child Development Nutrition Study (published in 2008) put an end to the dispute.
This study shows the benefits of fish-derived polyunsaturated fatty acids (particularly omega-3 fatty
acids such as docosahexaenoic acid and eicosapentaenoic acid) on childhood neurodevelopment.
The effects, however, had been offset by methylmercury concentrations. In other words, they
concluded that eating seafood is an act of ‘simultaneously ingesting polyunsaturated fatty acids,
which have a positive effect, and methylmercury, which has a negative effect’. Similar results were
also obtained in the Tohoku Study of Child Development that began in 2001 in Japan to reaffirm the
conclusion. It was suggested the need to carefully identify confounding factors that affect the
results when investigating the hazards of chemical substances.
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During this dispute, many papers on low-level methylmercury exposure were published by
researchers other than the two research groups, resulting in the deepening of scientific knowledge.
After a storm comes a calm. Currently, surveys in the Faroe Islands and Seychelles provide
important data for setting relevant standard values for the risk assessment and management of
methylmercury.
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