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Fishing for a Healthy Pregnancy

Should women eat fish during pregnancy? A recent study seems to muddy the waters.
The study of nearly 12,000 pregnancies published in the prestigious medical journal The Lancet suggests that fish and seafood consumption during pregnancy may enhance a baby’s neurological development and IQ. This would be good news if it didn’t seem to contradict earlier advice to limit intake of fish and seafood during pregnancy because of contaminants, such as PCBs, organochlorines and particularly mercury _ a known neurotoxin.   

Fortunately, the conflict here is more apparent than real. The official recommendation for fish intake during pregnancy, courtesy of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~pregnant/whilmeth.html), is to limit total fish consumption to about 12 ounces a week on average, not to eliminate it. For most people, that’s two to three meals a week in which fish or seafood is the main dish.  


Further, the FDA only proscribes certain fish during pregnancy, because they are concentrated sources of mercury. The list of forbidden fish includes swordfish, tilefish, king mackerel and shark _  all large predators that concentrate in their bodies the mercury accumulated by the smaller fish on which they feed. The FDA also cautions against albacore tuna, another large predatory fish; on the other hand, canned light tuna, made from smaller fish, contains much less mercury and is safe to eat. This leaves cod, haddock, flounder, salmon, halibut, tilapia, shrimp, scallops and a long list of other seafood selections on the menu during pregnancy.
The new study measured the dietary intake, and tracked pregnancy outcomes, for women living in Bristol, England, who gave birth between 1991 and 1992. The study found consistently (although modestly) higher scores for measures of cognitive development, including IQ, from the age of 6 months to the age of 8 years, among babies born to women who ate some rather than no seafood. But there were no obvious benefits or any discernible harms associated with eating a lot of seafood, as opposed to eating just some. Some seafood intake was defined as up to 340 grams (12 ounces) per week. High seafood intake was defined as any amount over 340 grams.
In other words, the study found apparent benefits associated with eating just the amount of seafood recommended by the FDA, and no clear advantage to eating more.

A major caveat: The study did not, and could not, prove that fish intake per se improved IQ. It was an observational study that did not intervene in any way, and so could not establish cause and effect. 
Nonetheless, the study findings do make sense and might very well be true. Fish and seafood are uniquely concentrated sources of essential omega-3 fatty acids, which are avidly taken up by the developing brain of a fetus. An abundance of prior evidence suggests a link between omega-3s, and healthy brain development.
My advice for pregnant women is to eat up to 12 ounces a week of the recommended varieties of fish and seafood, in the context of an overall healthful dietary pattern. In addition, pregnant women should take 1 to 2 grams a day of high-quality fish-oil capsules (see http://www.consumerlab.com/results/omega3.asp)  throughout their pregnancies and while breast feeding. Ordinarily I advise against substituting isolated nutrients for whole foods, because we have no convincing evidence that nutrient supplements offer the health benefits of a good diet. But this is one of those rare cases when we can actually identify the active ingredient in fish and concentrate it into a capsule.

This approach maximizes intake of beneficial nutrients, minimizes exposure to potential contaminants, and promises the best possible outcome for the baby. So there’s no need to fish for pregnancy diet advice after all. 
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