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 EXTENDED ABSTRACT  

In St. Vincent & the Grenadines (SVG), an average of 344 small cetaceans are taken annually to produce food for 
human consumption: meat, blubber, and oil. The most commonly caught species are spinner dolphins (Stenella longiros-
tris), short-finned pilot whales (Globicephala macrorhynchus), Atlantic spotted dolphins (Stenella frontalis), and killer 
whales (Orcinus orca) (Fielding 2018). 

Small cetacean-based food products are consumed by a majority of SVG residents, according to a recent survey 
(n=921; SVG adult population=72,962). Certain demographic and geographic trends to consumption rates exist, however. 
Males and people living near to Barrouallie, the main village where whaling occurs, are more likely to consume food 
products derived from small cetaceans. Age and socioeconomic level (proxied by occupation) are not significant predictors 
of consumption. Overall, 66% of survey respondents are regular consumers of food products derived from small cetaceans 
(Fielding et al., in preparation).  After processing, food products generally do not retain any identifying link to the species of 
origin. Thus, consumers of cetacean-based food products are generally not aware of which species they are consuming. 

Two more recent studies found that the muscle tissue of small cetaceans caught for food in SVG contains high concen-
trations of mercury. The World Health Organization, together with the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United 
Nations, recommends that seafood with concentrations of mercury greater than 1.0 parts per million (μg/g, wet-weight) not 
be consumed (FAO/WHO 2015). Mercury levels in the muscle tissue of six commonly caught species range from 0.68μg/g 
to 202μg/g (Fielding & Evans 2014; McCormack et al. 2020).  

The mean of all mercury concentrations across the entire sample set in the most recent study is 19.4μg/g (McCormack 
et al. 2020). Of particular note is the inclusion of the highest muscle tissue mercury concentration ever reported in the 
scientific literature for killer whales. Mercury concentrations in killer whales are so high that removing samples of this 
species from the analysis would reduce the mean mercury concentration across all remaining samples to 11.9μg/g—still far 
above the FAO/WHO advisory level (2015), to be sure, but significantly lower than the present average concentration.  

The situation described here, in which cetacean-based food products consumed in the Caribbean are both highly 
popular and heavily polluted is not sustainable. Public health research has identified multiple negative neurological, 
cardiovascular, immunological, and developmental effects of mercury exposure (Rice et al. 2014). Of particular concern are 
the effects of mercury exposure on infants and unborn children (UNEP 2013). Mercury concentrations in the muscle tissue 
of small cetaceans caught for food in SVG far exceed the FAO/WHO recommended maximum.  

The immediate abandonment of these foods, however, would entail significant disruption to the Vincentian food system 
and economy, affecting both producers and consumers. In other locations where traditional foods have been abandoned in 
response to pollution, negative health outcomes have resulted from the shift to unhealthy alternative foods (Van Oostdam et 
al. 2005).  

To promote better health outcomes for the Vincentian population, the following recommendations should be considered 
for future research and policy. First, in terms of research, the source(s) and movements of mercury into and within the 
southeastern Caribbean should be further studied and modeled. The second research recommendation is that populations of 
small cetaceans in the southeastern Caribbean should be studied to determine their sizes and structures. This will aid in 
determining their conservation status and quantifying the impact of whaling upon cetacean populations in the southeastern 
Caribbean. The third research recommendation is that movements of small cetaceans within the southeastern Caribbean 
region and to/from other regions should be studied through observation and satellite-aided tracking. The fourth and final 
research recommendation is that the role of killer whales in the marine ecosystem of the southeastern Caribbean should be 
further studied to determine the reason(s) for the remarkably high mercury concentrations in their muscle tissues.  

In terms of policy, the first recommendation is, based upon the findings of the first research recommendation above, 
parties responsible for the presence of mercury in the Caribbean food system should be held accountable. The second policy 
recommendation is that killer whales should no longer be hunted for food by Caribbean whalers. If killer whales were 
excluded from the pool from which cetacean-based foods are produced, the average Hg concentration in the entire food 
system would be reduced significantly. The third policy recommendation is that dietary guidelines should be written and 
communicated among the Vincentian public to offer evidence-based advice regarding the maximum amounts of cetacean-
based food products that can safely be consumed. These guidelines should be adjustable for the consumer’s age, gender, 
body weight, and any underlying health conditions. Fourth, and finally, in terms of policy recommendations, global mercury 
emissions should be reduced in accordance with the United Nations Environmental Programme’s Minamata Convention on 
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Mercury (UNEP 2013). 
The fact that cetacean-based food products are 

both heavily polluted and highly popular in SVG is not 
merely a Vincentian problem. It is indicative of a problem 
that spans the entire Gulf/Caribbean region and reaches 
globally. Regional and global effort is required to ade-
quately address this issue.  
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