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Prolonging Disaster (Un)recovery: “Culturally-Irrelevant” Fish Consumption 
Advisories in the Keweenaw Bay Indian Community 

Introduction 
“The fish are contaminated?!”  I could barely 
believe what I was hearing.  It was 2008 and 
I was sitting in a tiny, university desk-chair 
as I listened to guest speaker Melvin Visser, 
“scientists discovered that toxic substances 
evaporate from agricultural and industrial 
uses, circle the globe, and travel north.  
Arctic whale blubber, harvested by the Inuit 
for food, is at toxic levels that would classify 
them as hazardous waste!”  Mr. Visser was 
invited by my Environmental Policy 
professor to talk about his new book, Cold, 
Clear, and Deadly (2007).  His investigation  

into Great Lakes contamination by 
persistent organic pollutants (POPs) had 
appalling results.  Once emitted, POPs exist 
for decades, or centuries, bioaccumulating 
from plankton to top (fish-bird-human) 
predators (USEPA 2012).  Visser told us that 
Arctic peoples were being exposed to these 
toxics on a daily basis through their fish-
based diets and young children were 
exposed through their mother’s breast milk.  
In that moment, I realized that I had 
dispersed my body’s own POPs burden 
among my four young boys.  From that point 
forward, I felt an urgent need to know more 
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Abstract 

The United States responded to the 1971 international mercury crisis by establishing fish 
consumption advisories, which were intended to warn the American public of temporary 
mercury contamination in fish. However, advisories remain implemented as public health 
protection measures in all fifty states. This perpetual reliance on advisories is prolonging 
disaster recovery, or more precisely, ensuring a continuous state of what I term “disaster 
(un)recovery.”  Modified approaches create “eat safe fish” guidance for fishers, producing 
“culturally-relevant” recommendations.  This means advisories offer a number of “healthy” 
choices that correspond to specific bodies of water and fish species favored by varying 
target populations.  This article explores fish advisory policy in the Keweenaw Bay Indian 
Community (KBIC), a federally-recognized Indian tribe that retains treaty-established 
homelands and harvesting rights in the Lake Superior region.  By using ethnographic and 
oral history methods, I examined fish harvest practices in an effort to create culturally-
relevant fish advisory recommendations for the community.  However, my analysis reveals 
the cultural irrelevance of advisories as health protection measures for the KBIC.  
Examining cultural considerations within KBIC harvesting and in the development of fish 
advisories illustrates how the notion of “culture” actually leads to increased toxic exposure.  
The KBIC rely on fish for social and spiritual wellbeing, which simultaneously places their 
physical health at great risk.  I argue that advisory policy as public health protection is 
primarily a social justice issue, and conclude by identifying pathways for culturally-specific 
recovery.   
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about this invisible, yet lurking phenomenon 
that surrounded our family’s home in Lake 
Superior’s Keweenaw Bay.   
 In the midst of an international 
mercury crisis, the U.S. implemented a toxic 
disaster recovery plan in the early 1970’s: 
destroy millions of tons of contaminated 
fish, implement stricter regulations for 
polluters, and issue “temporary” fish 
consumption advisories to warn the public 
about toxic fish (Egan 2008; O’Neill 2004).  
Chemically-contaminated fish were 
discovered to be the cause of the hundreds 
of deaths, and thousands of diseases and 
disorders, devastating Minamata Bay Japan 
in the previous two decades (Harada 1995).  
However, toxic fish and “temporary” 
advisories have endured; this disaster 
response strategy currently maintains 4,821 
advisories across the U.S. (USEPA 2014a).  
Now mandated in some states (MDCH 2015), 
fish advisories are a toxic risk management 
tool (USEPA 1996).  The government’s 
perpetual reliance on advisories is 
prolonging disaster recovery, or more 
accurately, ensuring a continuous state of 
what I call “disaster (un)recovery.”  Although 
advisories originated through strict “do not 
eat” warnings, modified approaches create 
“eat safe fish” guides for fishers, with the 
intention of producing “culturally-relevant” 
advice.  This means advisories focus on 
fishing behavior, offering a number of 
“healthy” choices that correspond to 
specific bodies of water and fish species 
that are favored by varying target 
populations.   
 In this article, I examine fish 
consumption advisories in Lake Superior’s 
Keweenaw Bay Indian Community (KBIC).  
Ironically, I began my research in 2009 to 
determine how to create a culturally-
relevant advisory for the KBIC.  Less than 
one year into this work, I realized I had 
made a huge assumption—I assumed that a 
culturally-relevant advisory could exist.  I 
have been asked several times by individuals 
with the best intention: how do you educate 
tribes to decrease their fish consumption?  
It appears pertinent to investigate this 
question because fish consumption is the 
primary route of human exposure to toxic 
substances (USEPA 2014a), and Great Lakes 
tribal communities consume two- to 

thirteen-times more fish than 
recommended by current safety standards 
(GLIFWC 1993; O’Neill 2004).  Yet during my 
ethnographic research, which I conducted 
between 2010 to 2014, I learned that my 
intention to “educate tribes” was severely 
misplaced.  
 KBIC harvesting practices provide 
subsistence, social, and spiritual wellbeing 
for their community.  This practice cannot 
be sustained for future generations by 
simply “choosing fish lower in mercury.”  
Federal and state agencies also consider 
culture in the development of fish 
advisories, but a cultural dependence on 
fish actually provides the rationale to 
expose some populations to higher levels of 
toxic substances.  These differing 
considerations illustrate the incongruence 
between advisories and fishing 
communities. In these particular places, an 
ensemble of densely contaminated relations 
exists: toxics-waterbodies-fish-humans are 
indivisible.  This emphasizes Stacy Alaimo’s 
argument in Bodily Natures (2010): artificial 
distinctions between environments and the 
self enable the ongoing proliferation of toxic 
residence among all.  Calculations of real or 
potential harm cannot do justice, and based 
on this, Alaimo urges scholars to find ethical 
clarity in defining and debating 
environmental justice by embracing the 
entangled nature of bodies and 
environments. The case of Keweenaw Bay 
offers a particular example of how the 
proliferation of advisories serves to 
undermine recovery and inadvertently 
perpetuate (un)recovery.  

Fish Consumption Advisories and the 
Keweenaw Bay Indian Community 
In 1971, Michigan issued the first national 
fish consumption advisory.  Public service 
announcements warned “do not eat” St. 
Clair River fish as they were extremely 
contaminated with methyl-mercury (USEPA 
2014b).  Currently, advisories are issued as 
public health protection by federal agencies, 
in all fifty states, and by many Native 
American tribes (USEPA 2014a).  Described 
as “recommendations” and “guidance,” 
advisories educate the public on how to 
limit and avoid certain bodies of water and 
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and fish species due to the following 
(primary) five contaminants: mercury, PCBs, 
chlordane, dioxins, and DDT (MDCH 2015, 
USEPA 2014a).  The ongoing sources of these 
toxic substances are both global and local.  
Mercury emissions are a result of coal-fired 
power plants and other manufacturing 
processes; dioxins are industrial 
byproducts; and POPs are synthetic 
chemicals such as pesticides, coal-tar 
sealants, and flame retardants.  These 
suspected cancer-causing substances have 
been correlated to numerous harmful health 
effects in both humans and animals, 
especially during early life exposure (USEPA 
2012).  Therefore, the EPA and the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) have jointly 
issued a nationwide mercury advisory for 
store-bought and restaurant fish; and 
thirty-eight states, including all of the Great 
Lakes states, have issued statewide mercury 
advisories for fresh-caught fish (MDCH 
2015; USEPA 2013).  At the time of this 
writing, a variety of advisories cover almost 
half of the nation’s lake acreage, river miles, 
and coastlines (USEPA 2013).   
 In the 1990s, government agencies 
began modifying their approach to create 
“culturally-relevant” advisories for “sensitive 
populations” and “high-end 
consumers” (GLC 2013; HPTF-IJC 2004).  
This was in response to a number of 
scholarly critiques which found that the 
communities most in need of contamination 
information lacked fish advisory awareness, 
understanding, or trust in issuing agencies 
(Beehler et al. 2003; Chess et al. 2005; 
O’Neill 2003).  Women of childbearing-age, 
developing children, and those who relied 
heavily on marine diets became the focus of 
“culturally-relevant” information.  Some 
examples include: 1) advisory pamphlets 
available in several different languages 
specific for women of child-bearing age and 
nursing mothers (USEPA 2014a); 2) advisory 
information and materials for Great Lakes 
youth (MDCH 2015); 3) advisories for African 
Americans showing them where the least-
contaminated catfish can be found in the 
Detroit region (MSG 2013); and 4) a range of 
“Mercury Maps” provided to Great Lakes 
tribes showing them how many ogaa 
(walleye) can be safely consumed from 
inland water bodies (GLIFWC 2013a).  The 

The United States Environmental Protection 
Agency (U.S. EPA) and the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) jointly issued a 
national mercury-related advisory for store-
bought fish and fish served in restaurants. 
The United States Environmental Protection 
Agency (U.S. EPA) and the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) jointly issued a 
national mercury-related advisory for store-
bought fish and fish served in 
restaurants.Great Lakes region is well 
known for their fishing cultures (GLIFWC 
2013a, 2013b; Habron et al. 2008; Imm et al. 
2005), and as a result, educating the public 
to “eat safe fish” and ”choose fish lower in 
mercury” remains a top priority.   
 However, fish advisories create 
outright burdens for tribes who retain 
treaty-established, federally-recognized 
homelands and harvesting rights (Donatuto 
and Harper 2008; O’Neill 2004, 2007; Wood 
2007).  Harvesting and consuming fish 
provide tribes with socio-cultural and 
spiritual health, while simultaneously, place 
their physical health at great risk.  In Lake 
Superior’s KBIC, for example, more than 
seventy-five-percent of tribal members 
report fish as a primary source of 
subsistence (Gagnon et al. 2013).  As the 
successor of the L’Anse and Ontonagon 
Bands of Lake Superior Chippewa Indians, 
the KBIC are a federally-recognized Indian 
tribe, and signatories to two treaties with 
the U.S. (KBIC 2013).  In the 1842 Treaty of La 
Pointe, they ceded over ten-million acres to 
the federal government, and reserved their 
existing rights of hunting, fishing, gathering, 
and worship, within the ceded territory.  
The 1854 Treaty of La Pointe established the 
L’Anse Reservation.  Treaties were intended 
to protect the subsistence culture of the 
people, a deeply personal and densely 
relational lifeway practiced through 
harvesting.  Thus, the very identity of the 
Community is pervaded by toxic fish.   

“Studying Through” Fish Consumption 
Advisory Policy  
I employ the “studying through” approach, 
developed by anthropologists Cris Shore 
and Susan Wright (1997), to examine fish 
advisory policy. Studying through probes 
policy across space and time, exploring the
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makings of policies through their influence 
on people’s daily lives (Wright and Reinhold 
2011).  Policy intervenes to transform society 
and citizen’s behaviors, but often, 
unintended meanings and contradictory 
effects occur among “target populations.”  
Then, it becomes necessary for policy to 
evolve.  Viewed from an anthropological 
perspective, studying policy reveals the 
logics and mechanisms through which 
advisories contribute to ongoing toxic 
exposure among fishing communities.      
 Within the KBIC, my fieldwork began 
in early 2010 with full-time volunteer work 
for the KBIC Natural Resources Department 
and Hatchery (NRD).  I assisted staff in 
various hatchery duties, fish and wildlife 
assessments, and native plants’ propagation.  
Through January 2011, I collected seventeen 
oral histories across three generations of 
fishing activity.  Also, I engaged in many 
subsistence harvesting activities, and 
seasonal ceremonies, for fish, wild rice, 
berries, maple syrup, and many others, 
alongside Community families through 2014.  
I coded all fieldnotes and oral histories 
based on pertinent analytic themes (Bernard 
2006; Emerson et al. 1995).  Throughout this 
research, my role grew considerably to 
include consultant activities, serving on 
advisory boards, and connecting the KBIC 
with research projects at Michigan 
Technological University.   

“Culturally-irrelevant” Fish Consumption 
Advisories in Keweenaw Bay  
Scholars of anthropology and political 
ecology have shown that disaster events 
result primarily from vulnerability, 
circumstances provided by preexisting 
social and political conditions (Oliver-Smith 
and Hoffman 1999; Whiteford and Whiteford 
2005).  In the aftermath of disasters, 
conditions persist to reify vulnerability.  
Toxic disasters are especially pertinent 
because harm enacted on bodies and 
environments is often chronic and 
imperceptible (Hoffman and Oliver-Smith 
2002; Johnston 2011).  In Life Exposed (2002), 
Adriana Petryna explores the 1986 
Chernobyl disaster, highlighting how a 
myriad of actors contribute to disaster 
“nonrecovery” in complicated and peculiar 

ways.  She argues that nonrecovery takes 
place in a continuous renegotiation of 
power and truth, producing the 
normalization of toxic “biological citizens.”  
Similarly, as the production of fish 
advisories has become accepted practice, 
toxic exposure is normalized by federal and 
state agencies, and also, within the fish-
consuming public.  (Un)recovery is disguised 
as health protection where the emphasis 
placed on individual responsibility to “eat 
safe fish” and make “healthy choices” elides 
the enduring and ruinous history of the 
toxic fish disaster.   
 Toxic disasters recede quickly and 
quietly among other prevalent global issues, 
and nowhere is this more visible than within 
the daily struggles of vulnerable 
populations.  Toxicity becomes assimilated 
into everyday experiences of vulnerability.  
Several scholars challenge us to view these 
burdens as an extension of colonialism 
(Stoler 2013).  In Imperial Debris, Ann Stoler 
(2013) defines this process as “ruination,” 
linking the colonial past to present-day 
consequences.  In the case of advisories, risk 
management schemes facilitate ruination by 
transforming the state’s responsibility of 
managing imperial ruins into a burden of 
the individual (O’Neill 2003, 2004; Shore et 
al. 2011).  But due to socio-cultural factors, 
the KBIC are one of many vulnerable 
populations that do not, cannot, or will not 
reduce risk by following advisory 
recommendations (Cassady 2007; Donatuto 
et al. 2011; Gagnon et al. 2013; Imm et al. 
2005; O’Neill 2007; Ranco 2001; Scherer et 
al. 2008).  For populations that are culturally 
dependent on fish, negotiating the power 
and truth of toxicity is an ongoing matter of 
social justice.   

Cultural Considerations of Harvesting Fish 
in Keweenaw Bay  
In Keweenaw Bay, toxic fish are merely part 
of the disaster story. Throughout this story, 
protecting the tribal fish harvest and their 
right to harvest remain priority.  This can 
only be understood through the physical, 
social, and spiritual values harvesting 
provides for the KBIC.     
 A long history of crisis has affected 
subsistence harvesting for the KBIC 
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including colonization, industrialization, 
large-scale commercial fishing, and a series 
of federal assimilation policies (Wilkinson 
2005).  The 1842 Treaty of La Pointe was 
negotiated by the Lake Superior Chippewa 
Indians amidst this crisis.  Also during this 
time period, Michigan had gained statehood, 
and in so doing, assumed control of all 
hunting and fishing regulations.  For 
Community members, this meant decades 
of tickets, fines, and time spent in jail for 
harvesting outside state regulations.  In the 
late 1920s, a KBIC fisherman took his case to 
the Michigan Supreme Court, arguing that 
the Treaty of 1842 protected his fishing from 
Michigan regulations.  In the People v. Chosa 
(1930), the judge ruled that 1842 Treaty 
rights were null and void.  But Community 
members did not stop harvesting.  Instead, 
they developed comprehensive schemes to 
avoid detection by Michigan law 
enforcement.  Still, KBIC harvesters 
continued to get caught, and ticketed, fined, 
and jailed.  In the late 1960s, when yet 
another KBIC fisherman was ticketed for 
having four Lake Trout out of season, with 
Community support, he took his case to the 
Michigan Supreme Court.  In the People v. 
Jondreau (1971), the judge in this case 
overturned the Chosa (1930) decision, and 
reaffirmed the rights laid out in the 1842 
Treaty.  This set a national precedent for 
American Indian tribes; Pacific Northwest 
tribes would win a landmark case of their 
own just a few years later (Wilkinson 2005). 
 These court victories were followed 
by Great Lakes States issuing fish 
consumption advisories.  Although the 
history of advisories are tied to chemically-
contaminated fish, and not a result of People 
v. Jondreau, the KBIC viewed advisories in 
the context of their local experiences which 
centered on protecting their right to 
harvest.  They did not believe in “invisible” 
contamination but instead, that advisories 
were another political obstacle, a counter-
act by the State of Michigan.  One elder 
fisherman who I spoke with describes this 
common reaction among the tribal 
community: 
 I probably heard about it on TV, about the 
 mercury levels and stuff like that. … But t
 hat was back during the 70s I think.  Well, 

the thing I thought about the most was they’re 
coming out with this because Jondreau had won 
the case already.  And that they wanted people to 
boycott the fish and not eat it. … That was my 
thinking.  If that was true or not?  The Natives get 
the right to fish and all of a sudden there’s 
something wrong with the fish?  And then I was 
just wondering how long we would be able to keep 
on fishing because eventually the Congress or 
something will make some laws and change it or 
stop it. 

Another fisherman describes his perspective 
of the present-day advisory situation: 
 Is it another god dang scam of the State of 
 Michigan? Or DNR putting this shit in our 
 heads? I’ve never seen proof of it, any of 
 this [ fish contaminants]. … They’ll do  
 anything to god dang shut down this  
 [tribal] commercial fishing. And one thing 
 about it would be: “Oh, the fish is  
 contaminated. You don’t want to eat too 
 much of it. 

The generations who experienced the early 
fish advisories firsthand with disbelief, have 
impressed similar disbelief into the next 
generation.  Although some KBIC members 
believe that the fish are contaminated, 
protecting the harvest and KBIC rights to 
harvest take precedence.  Lastly, the People 
v. Jondreau (1971) decision not only 
reaffirmed harvesting rights, but also 
incited cultural revitalization in Keweenaw 
Bay.  This is an extremely important point to 
understanding the KBIC view of recovery.  
Whether or not KBIC members believe in 
contaminated fish, advisories are viewed as 
a continuation of assimilation.   In the 
context of their centuries-long crisis, the 
revitalization of harvesting and its 
associated values, is essential to KBIC 
cultural recovery.  
 There are concrete values that 
harvesting provides for the Community and 
its members which are the priority when it 
comes to decisions about fishing.  These are 
the reasons why protecting the harvest and 
KBIC rights to harvest are so significant.  
First of all, subsistence harvesting is about 
having a food mainstay.  It is not for sport or 
recreational purposes. One young fisherman 
describes the subsistence value of fish:  
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 Food. I mean that’s pretty much why I go 
 [ fishing]. Same with hunting, it’s just food.  
 I don’t focus on big trophies.  You are not 
 going to see me with a big fish mounted on 
 my wall or a deer-head. …  I just see it as a 
 source of food. … You kill it, you eat it. I see 
 a lot of sports enthusiasts and they go out 
 there and shoot the big buck. Will I shoot 
 the big buck?  If it’s there, yea, but I am 
 also going to eat it.  I don’t discriminate 
 against a doe or a buck.  If it’s there, it’s 
 there. I’m not usually the one to go out  
 there and look for the big rack or  
 anything. It’s the same with fish; if it’s  
 there, it’s there.  

Having this subsistence food source was the 
primary reason for reserving harvesting 
rights in the Treaty.  Second, harvesting is 
way to practice and express Community 
social values, values such as cooperation 
and sharing.  All those who harvest give part 
of their harvest away to others. The 
following is one example from an elder 
fisherman:  
 Once a month, I took one catch and I gave 
 it all away. I’d go over to [Name] or  
 somebody; my mother had some friends 
 that loved fish and I’d just go over to their 
 house and give them a dozen Herring or 
 something like that. And my Grandfather 
 always said, “Once you give your fish  
 away, or catch, good things will start  
 coming to you.” 

Harvest sharing is a way of strengthening 
social relationships, caring for elders, and 
passing knowledge from one generation to 
another.  Also, the Community is one of 
many tribes that have deeply embedded 
spiritual connections to the land, to the 
waters, to the fish and wildlife (Geniusz 
2009; GLIFWC 2013b; McRoy and Bichler 
2011).  For example, Lake Superior is viewed 
as a spiritual being, Ojibwe Gichigami 
(“Ojibwa’s Great Sea”), and She is very 
powerful.  The following fisherman talks 
about respecting the power of Lake 
Superior: 
 You can set your own schedule, per say, I 
 mean the Lake sets the real schedule. You 
 gotta go by what She says, not by what you 
 know. … And like I say, Lake Superior’s the 
 boss when you’re fishing. On-seasons from 

 spring until late fall, that Lake could stand 
 right up and lay right down, in 10-15  
 minutes. You’d be looking at calm seas and 
 10 minutes later you’re looking at 6  
 footers. Then She could lay right down for 
 you again. 

Respect for Her power is conducted 
through seasonal ceremonies and daily 
prayers because this respect ensures 
physical health and safety for the fishing 
families while they are out on the water, and 
for the Community through a successful 
fishing harvest.   
 And there’s a saying that the Gtchigami 
 never gives up Her dead.  So there’s a lot of 
 respect you got to do for that Lake before 
 you even start just going out there fishing 
 and having fun.  Fishing is a way of life 
 very few people get to live, a privilege.   
 And that means laying your tobacco in the 
 morning in the water, thanking the Water 
 Spirits and having a real appreciation of… 
 existence.  Not only for the animal that we 
 are harvesting but the respect for that  
 animal, and for all other human beings; 
 this is what I believe. 

Harvesting ceremonies for food, 
socialization, and spirituality affirms their 
identity as an indigenous fishing community 
throughout the seasons, contributing to the 
health and well-being of the people.  In the 
KBIC, physical risks to the individual, and 
risk as a concept, are isolated from the 
values of priority relevance: revitalizing 
cultural harvesting.  The environmental and 
social relationships maintained through 
harvesting cannot be limited or eliminated 
and they cannot be sustained for future 
generations by “choosing fish lower in 
mercury.”  With the reaffirmation of Treaty 
rights in this particular context, and within 
a culture that values the tribal fish harvest 
for physical, social, spiritual, and political 
well-being, advisory recommendations can 
never be relevant.   

Cultural Considerations in the 
Development of Advisories 
Agencies acknowledge that “culture” is an 
important consideration for effective toxic 
risk management (USEPA 2014b). 
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A culturally-relevant advisory deduces 
culture into preferred water bodies and fish 
species for specific populations.  This 
information is informed by the calculation 
of the fish consumption rate (FCR).  FCRs 
represent how much fish is consumed in a 
defined timeframe at particular meal sizes, 
and are currently determined for various 
populations.  However, risk management 
decisions underlying the FCR reveal that 
cultural considerations actually leads to less 
protection for those most at-risk.   
 A particular problematic feature of 
toxic risk management is the determination 
of the reference dose (RfD).  The RfD is the 
level of a contaminant deemed to be a 
“reasonable risk” that is “safe” for human 
exposure (MDCH 2015).  To ensure 
“relevant” reliance on fish within specific 
cultural and environmental factors, 
calculating the RfD is viewed as a local 
endeavor (USEPA 1996; IMNA 2007).  The 
process incorporates various risks and 
benefits, including culture, of consuming 
fish.  The socio-cultural and spiritual 
benefits of fish consumption factor into the 
FCR equation by offsetting physical risks, 
and therefore, result in higher RfDs 
(Cassady 2010).  Table 1 shows several RfDs 
used by different agencies concerning 
methyl-mercury (MeHg), the contaminant 
responsible for more than eighty-percent of 
national advisories (USEPA 2013).  The level 
of stringency varies from 0.1 – 0.5 
micrograms of MeHg per kilogram of body 
weight per day (µg/kg/day).  Exposure to 
“safe” levels of MeHg is not equal although it  
becomes disguised as uniform advice in fish 
advisories.  For communities who rely on 
fish for material and spiritual subsistence, 
such as the KBIC, higher exposure is built 
into the FCR equation and used to produce 
culturally-relevant recommendations for 
those groups.  
 Fish consumption patterns vary 
greatly in the general population.  Factors 
such as ethnicity, region, gender, and age 
are used to determine different 
consumption sensitivities.  The USEPA 
ambient water quality criterion in the Clean 
Water Act (CWA), section 304(a), 
recommends an “average American” FCR to 
be 6.5 grams per day (g/day) (USEPA 1980).   
“Average” consumption was determined to 

comprise the majority of the general 
population, and therefore, the aim of policy 
protection.  This means that populations 
with low to average consumption patterns 
are protected by CWA ambient water quality 
standards.  However, fish consumption is 
higher than average for Great Lakes 
consumers and many tribal populations 
(Donatuto and Harper 2008; O’Neill 2004; 
Ranco 2001); all those with above-average 
fish consumption patterns lie outside of 
policy protection.  To protect those most at-
risk, CWA criterion would need to focus on 
populations with the highest fish 
consumption patterns.   
 Documented FCRs represented in 
terms of meal servings further emphasize 
exposure disparities.  Most concerning is: 1) 
differing measures of what constitutes a 
“meal serving”; 2) actual consumption of 
varying groups; and 3) seasonal differences 
in consumption.  First, equal meal servings 
do not necessarily correspond to equal 
ounces of fish.  The EPA and FDA constitute 
a serving as 6 ounces while GLIFWC uses an 
8 ounce serving (Cunningham et al. 1994; 
GLIFWC 2013a; USEPA 2013).  Because 
advisory recommendations are in terms of 
meals per timeframe, exposure can be 
inequitable between different advisories.  
Second, there is a stark difference between 
EPA’s recommended serving for “average 
Americans” (0.86 meals per month) 
compared to GLIFWC’s tribal average (25.08 
meals per month) (O’Neill 2004; USEPA 
1980).  This reveals that GLIFWC tribal 
members consume, on average, more than 
twenty-nine times EPA’s recommendation.  
Finally, fish consumption equated with an 
average FCR does not capture seasonal 
differences.  For example, fish consumption 
in the spring season ranges from 14.28 – 52.2 
meals per month among GLIFWC tribal 
members (GLIFWC 1993).  What this means 
is that those who consume the most fish 
during the spring season are exposed to 
more than sixty times what EPA deems to be 
safe.  
 Based on documented consumption 
rates in Great Lakes fishing communities, 
culturally-relevant advisories do not protect 
the health of local fishing communities.  
Although the primary injustice stems from 
toxic exposure, culturally-relevant fish 
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advisories contributes to further injustices 
borne by assimilating risk into its very 
structure.  Ultimately, this is a failure of 
toxic risk management assumptions: risk 
equations can determine the ideal balance 
of a healthy-contaminated diet and risk 
communication can transform toxic fish 
into healthy choices across numerous 
different cultures.   

Conclusion 
For tribes who retain treaty-established, 
federally-recognized homelands and 
harvesting rights, fish advisories contribute 
to a number of burdens (Donatuto and 
Harper 2008; O’Neill 2004, 2007; Wood 
2007).  For subsistence harvesters in 
Keweenaw Bay, harvesting provides 
physical, social, and spiritual health; these 
values are indivisible and are deeply 
embedded in the surrounding natural 
environment.  Moreover, the revitalization 
of traditional harvesting is a priority within 
the current era of cultural recovery.  For 
those involved in advisories, perfecting toxic 
risk management through culturally-
relevant factors is viewed as priority.  By 
utilizing a wide variance of “protective” 
measures—rfDs, consumption rates, and 
meal sizes—advisories systematically 
contributes to higher exposures in 
vulnerable populations.  This is 
accomplished under the guise of culturally-
relevant bodies of water and fish species.  In 
the context of Treaties, the 
recommendation to “choose fish lower in 
mercury” is an illegitimate solution; 
advisories do not ameliorate contamination.  
I argue that the government’s indefinite 
reliance on advisories as health protection 
for fishing communities ensures perpetual 
(un)recovery that enacts harm on the bodies 
and lives of those most in need of 
protection. 
 The case of Lake Superior’s 
Keweenaw Bay highlights the most 
significant issue associated with advisories: 
that fish are contaminated.  This 
underscores an often overlooked point: 
advisories are not and should not be viewed 
as a permanent policy to address the 
problems associated with widespread fish 
contamination (NEJAC 2002; O’Neill 2004).  
From this perspective, I am reminded of Ann 
Stoler’s (2013) work on ruins as she 

describes the ”mindscape” as a site of 
ruination, conforming to particular ways of 
seeing.  A major concern is how advisory 
policy shapes the way we conceptualize and 
measure the problems posed by toxic fish.  
Within the current “mindscape,” health 
protection is framed as the responsibility of 
the individual, while the responsibility of 
government to prevent contamination and 
protect fishing communities has been 
diminished.  Instead, agencies monitor 
ongoing contamination and use this 
information to create advisories.  Ultimately, 
advisories attempt to make toxicity 
irrelevant—there is no need to worry about 
contaminated fish.  Yet in so doing, fish 
advisories proliferate complacency with 
toxicity and contribute to the normalization 
of toxic burdens in water and bodies.    
 Calculating harm cannot do justice.  
My findings support insights offered by 
Stacy Alaimo (2010), namely, that advisory 
policy fails to prevent toxic exposure 
because harm is inherent to the process of 
calculation.  It has become culturally-
relevant to manufacture exposure in 
particular places under the ruse of 
“protection.”  I argue that this is a social 
justice issue: advisory policy is unethical 
health protection.  Still, even those with the 
best intentions continue to ask, “How do you 
educate tribes to decrease their fish 
consumption?”  While attending an 
academic conference in 2014, someone 
proposed this question to me yet again.  
Without pause, I blurted out, “Well, the 
short answer is, you don’t.  Most 
importantly, you change the question: How 
do you educate polluters, policy-makers, 
and the public to prevent toxic fish 
contamination?”  Now this question 
addresses justice, and ethics, where critical 
reflections will be essential to recovery.  I 
can offer no simple answer, but with 
ethnography I aim to trouble assumptions 
about the nexus between human and 
environmental health.  The consequences of 
toxic contamination and settler colonialism 
are ongoing crises in urgent need of redress, 
international in scope and immensely 
complex.  At stake in conceptualizing 
protection are the lives of individual people 
and communities whose bodies bear the 
burden of historical and contemporary 
forms of social injustice. 
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Reference dose in micrograms of MeHg per kilogram of body weight per day  
(µg/kg/day) 

Agency RfD Source

U.S. EPA 0.1 USEPA 2013

Michigan Department of 
Community Health

0.1 MDCH 2013

Health Canada 0.2 Health Canada 2007

Great Lacks Indian Fish & Wildlife 
Commission 

0.3 GLIFWC 2013a

Agency for Toxic Substances and 
Disease Registry

0.3 ATSDR 2008

Alaska Division of Public Health 0.4 Hamade 2014

U.S. FDA 0.5 Cunningham et al. 1994

World Health Organization 0.5 WHO 2006

Appendix: 


