
Michigan Department Health and Human Services’

Eat Safe Fish 
Guide

Some fish contain chemicals that can harm your health.  
MDHHS tests filets of fish taken from Michigan’s lakes 

and rivers to learn which fish are safer to eat. 
The Eat Safe Fish Guide lists the fish that have been 

tested and how much is safe to eat.
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About the Guide
The Eat Safe Fish Guide (ESF Guide) is provided by the Michigan 

Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS).

•	 The fish listed under each lake or river in the ESF Guide 
have been tested for chemicals. 

•	 Scientists from MDHHS test ONLY the filet of the 
fish - the part that you would eat - to determine the 
guidelines included in the ESF Guide.

•	 MDHHS uses the test results from the fish filets to find 
the average amount of chemicals in the fish species 
from that lake or river. They use this information to 
determine how much fish is safe to eat per month.

•	 The ESF Guide is not a rulebook. These are only 
guidelines to help you make safer choices for you and 
your family. You are not required to use it.

•	 The ESF Guide does not include rules and regulations 
about catching or keeping legally-sized fish. 

•	 The ESF Guide provides advice for the size range of fish 
that are typically caught and eaten.

You should get a copy of the DNR Michigan 
Fishing Guide when you purchase your fishing 
license. If you lost your Fishing Guide or have 
other questions about fishing legally, please 
call the Michigan Department of Natural 
Resources at 1-517-373-1230 or visit  
www.michigan.gov/fishing.

If you have questions about choosing safer fish 
to eat or would like the ESF Guide for another 
region, please call the Michigan Department of 
Health and Human Services at 1-800-648-6942 
or visit www.michigan.gov/eatsafefish.

Questions About Eating Safe Fish?

Michigan DNR Fishing Laws
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Fish is good for you and your baby! Use your  
pre-pregnancy weight to find your MI Serving 
size. It is best to avoid eating fish labeled as 
“Limited” if you’re pregnant or breastfeeding. 

Are you 
pregnant?

The guidelines in the ESF Guide are set to be safe for everyone.   
This includes children, pregnant or breastfeeding women, and 
people who have health problems, like cancer or diabetes.

But the ESF Guide is also for healthy adults who want to avoid 
getting too many chemicals in their bodies. Chemicals like PCBs and 
dioxins are linked to cancer, diabetes, and other illnesses. Mercury 
can cause damage to your brain and nerves. MDHHS uses chemical 
limits in the ESF Guide that will protect everyone who eats fish.

Choosing Safer Fish

How much is MI Serving?

For every 20 pounds less than the weight listed in the table, 
subtract 1 ounce of fish.

For example, a 70 pound child’s MI Serving size is 3 ounces of fish.
90 pounds - 20 pounds = 70 pounds   

4 ounces - 1 ounce = a MI Serving size of 3 ouncesW
ei

gh
 L
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s?

For every 20 pounds more than the weight listed in the table,  
add 1 ounce of fish.

For example, a 110 pound person’s MI Serving size is 5 ounces of fish.
90 pounds + 20 pounds = 110 pounds 

4 ounces + 1 ounce = a MI Serving size of 5 ouncesW
ei

gh
 M
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e?

Weight of Person MI Serving Size
45 pounds 2 ounces
90 pounds 4 ounces

180 pounds 8 ounces

My Michigan, MI Serving Size

2

4

8;; 8 ounces of fish = size of an adult’s hand (large oval)

;; 4 ounces of fish = size of the palm of an adult’s hand 
(small circle)

;; 2 ounces of fish = size of half a palm of an adult’s hand  
(rectangle)
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Finding a Balance
Sometimes a child might eat more than 2 ounces of fish, or a 180 
pound adult might eat more than 8 ounces of fish in one sitting.  It’s 
OK, just count the number of MI Servings you eat in that meal.

For example, let’s say the 180 pound adult ate 
16 ounces of fish during one meal.  That is 2 
MI Servings of fish for a person of that size. 
If the fish is listed as 2, 4, or 12 MI Servings 
in the ESF Guide, they’re still within their 
range.  If the fish is listed as 1 meal per month 
or Limited, they might want to avoid eating 
other meals of fish for a while to give their 
body time to process the chemicals.

No one should eat any amount of fish listed 
as Do Not Eat in the ESF Guide.

Special MI Serving Categories

No one should eat fish listed as  
Do Not Eat, regardless of age or health.
When these fish were tested, MDHHS found very 
high levels of chemicals. Eating even one meal of 
these fish could possibly lead to health problems 
in the future, regardless of age or health.Do

 N
ot

 E
at

If you:

•	 are under the age of 15, 

•	 have health problems, like cancer or 
diabetes, 

•	 are planning on having children in the next several 
years, currently pregnant, or breastfeeding, 

MDHHS suggests you avoid eating all fish listed as “Limited” 
because of higher levels of chemicals.

If NONE of the above apply to you, it is usually OK to eat fish 
listed as “Limited” 1 or 2 times each year.

Li
m

ite
d

- or -

- or -
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Choose
If you eat fish often, you can use the ESF Guide to choose 
the safest fish to keep and eat from any Michigan lake 
or river. Is that fish limited to 1 or 2 meals per month in 
the ESF Guide? Use the map to find another lake or river 
nearby where you can eat more!

Clean
When you clean your fish, try trimming away as much 
of the fat as you can see. Some chemicals, like PCBs 
and dioxin, are stored in the fat. If you cut out the fat, 
you cut down on the chemicals in your fish. Just note, 
you can’t remove mercury from your fish by trimming.  
Mercury is stored in the meat of the fish.

Cook
Not only is grilling or broiling your fish healthier than 
frying, it also helps to get rid of more chemical-carrying 
fat. When you cook a fish on a grate, any fat hiding 
inside the filet can melt and drip away from the fish. This 
removes even more of those harmful chemicals.

Get to know the 

Brown Trout Dioxin Any Size Limitedp

Burbot PCBs Any Size 12

Carp Mercury Any Size 4

Size of Fish
(length in inches)

Chemical  
of Concern

MI Servings  
per Month*Type of Fish Can you 

double?

No, it is “Limited.”

Yes! 24 meals are OK, 
if you follow the 3Cs.

No, mercury is listed as 
a chemical in the fish.

If you follow the 3Cs carefully, you can remove up to half of the 
chemicals in your fish. 
That means you can double the number of MI Servings per month, if:

•	 Mercury is not listed in the “Chemical of Concern” column. 
•	 The MI Serving is not listed as “Limited”. 

For example:

2

3

1
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Statewide Safe Fish Guidelines

•	 your lake or river is not listed in the regional 
Eat Safe Fish Guide, OR

•	 your lake or river is listed in the Eat Safe Fish 
Guide, but the fish species is not listed.

Use the Statewide Safe Fish Guidelines ONLY if:

Size of Fish
(length in inches)

Chemical  
of Concern

MI Servings  
per Month*Type of Fish

Black Crappie Mercury Any Size 4

Bluegill Mercury Any Size 8

Bullhead Mercury Any Size 4

Carp PCBs Any Size 2

Catfish PCBs & Mercury Any Size 4

Largemouth 
Bass Mercury

Under 18” 2

Over 18” 1

Muskellunge Mercury Any Size 1

Northern Pike Mercury
Under 30” 2

Over 30” 1

Rock Bass Mercury Any Size 4

Smallmouth 
Bass Mercury

Under 18” 2

Over 18” 1

Suckers Mercury Any Size 8

Sunfish Mercury Any Size 8

Walleye Mercury
Under 20” 2

Over 20” 1

White Crappie Mercury Any Size 4

Yellow Perch Mercury Any Size 4

These guidelines are based on the typical amount of chemicals found in fish filets 
tested from around the state. Some fish may be higher or lower. If any of these 
fish are listed in the guidelines for the lake or river you are fishing in, use those 
guidelines instead of statewide guidelines. The MI Servings recommendation will 
be more exact for that lake or river because those filets have been tested.
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FAQs
How often is the Eat Safe Fish Guide (ESF Guide) updated?
The ESF Guide is updated regularly, but due to time and funding not all fish 
from all bodies of water listed in the ESF Guide are tested every year.  If 
there are special problems in the area, fish may be tested more often or 
sooner than planned.
PCBs, dioxin, mercury, and other chemicals that can be found in fish stay 
in our environment for a very long time. The amount of chemicals found in 
the fish is not expected to change a lot from year to year.

What part of the fish is tested for the ESF 
Guide?
Only the filets of the fish are tested for chemicals. The 
skin is left on or taken off depending on common practice 
when cooking the fish. The organs and head are not 
tested for the ESF Guide. Internal organs (liver, fish eggs, etc.) typically have 
higher levels of chemicals than the filet and shouldn’t be eaten.

Why does MDHHS always test carp? 
Carp tend to eat everything in their path. MDHHS can use the 
test results from the carp to find out if there are chemicals in 
that lake or river, which ones, and how much. If tests on carp 
come back clean, it is likely other fish are also clean. If the carp 
have a lot of chemicals in them, then it is likely other species 
of fish will also have chemicals.  MDHHS will then test  other 
species of fish to see if they are safe to eat.

Can I review the data myself?
Yes. All of the data, procedures, and scientific reports used to create the 
ESF Guide are available online at www.michigan.gov/eatsafefish (click on 
Science & Reports).  If you do not have internet access, call MDHHS at 
1-800-648-6942, and we’ll be happy to provide you with the information.

Will I be able to tell if the fish are safe to 
eat by looking at them?
No. You will not be able to see any of the chemicals, 
even mercury, in the fish. You also can’t taste or 
smell the chemicals listed in the ESF Guide. To find 
the chemicals, MDHHS tests the fish in a laboratory. 
MDHHS only tests the filet of the fish - the part most 
people eat - for chemicals. 
You can’t see these chemicals in the water, either. Some very clear lakes or 
rivers can still have fish with higher levels of chemicals. If you eat a lot of 
Michigan fish, you can check the ESF Guide to find the safest options from 
the lake or river that you’re fishing.



11www.michigan.gov/eatsafefish

I don’t see a fish species listed in the ESF Guide. I don’t 
see my favorite fishing hole. What does this mean?
Michigan is lucky to have over 11,000 lakes, rivers, and streams.  Because 
of that huge number, it is not possible to test every fish species from every 
body of water in the state.
If you don’t see the fish species you’re going after listed in the ESF Guide 
for your lake or river OR you don’t see the lake or river listed at all, see 
page 9 for the Statewide Safe Fish Guidelines.

Is it safe to touch a fish that has chemicals in it?
Yes. You do not need to wear gloves or worry about getting the chemicals 
on you. They will not absorb into your skin from the fish.
Catch and release is almost always safe in Michigan regardless of where 
you’re fishing. However, sometimes your local health department may 
issue a temporary warning against touching the water - including the 
fish that live in the water - because of problems like sewage overflow or 
harmful algae blooms.
You can contact your local health department or visit  
http://www.deq.state.mi.us/beach/ for local warnings about water quality.

Why should I use the Eat Safe Fish Guide?
If you eat fish, you might also be eating chemicals - like mercury, PCBs, or 
dioxins. These chemicals can stay in your body for a long time. 
The ESF Guide is designed to protect everybody - men, women, and 
children - who eats fish on a regular basis. 
Using the ESF Guide and following the MI Serving suggestions will keep 
you from getting too many chemicals in your body at once. Scientists set 
the limits in the ESF Guide so that you are protected from possible health 
problems from the chemicals, no matter how long they stay in your body.
The ESF Guide is designed to protect any person who eats fish on a regular 
basis. If you are a healthy adult who is not pregnant and only eats Michigan 
fish once or twice a year from waters that are not posted with MDHHS 
signs, then you don’t need to use the ESF Guide .  
The S.A.F.E. fishing tips and the 3Cs in the MDHHS Eat Safe Fish in Michigan 
brochure will help the occasional Michigan fish eater avoid eating too many 
chemicals. Call 1-800-648-6942 to get a free copy of the brochure.
You may choose to eat more fish than the ESF Guide recommends. These 
guidelines are not rules; it is your choice. And not everyone will get sick 
from eating too many of these chemicals. The chemicals in the fish won’t 
make you sick right away, either. Some people will be fine after years of 
eating fish with these chemicals in them. Others can have health problems. 
It is difficult to know who might get sick from the chemicals in fish and who 
won’t. The ESF Guide makes it easy for you to make safer choices for you 
and your family and avoid eating too many chemicals in fish.
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Common Michigan Fish
The fish listed here can be found in lakes and rivers around 

Michigan.  Once you ID your fish, you can use the guidelines in this 
booklet to see how often the fish is safe to eat.

Northern Pike Muskellunge
(aka Muskie)

Fish are not to scale.

Brook TroutBluegillBlack Crappie

Brown Trout CarpBurbot

Chinook Salmon 
(aka King Salmon)

Coho SalmonChannel Catfish

Lake TroutLake Herring Largemouth Bass
(aka Green Bass)
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If you need more help finding out what kind of fish 
you caught, please visit www.michigan.gov/fishid  

or call your local DNR Operations Center.

Common Michigan Fish 
(continued)

Fish are not to scale.

Rock BassRainbow TroutPumpkinseed
(aka Sunfish)

Smallmouth BassSheepshead
(aka Freshwater Drum)

Siscowet

WalleyeSucker White Bass
(aka Silver Bass)

Yellow PerchWhitefishWhite Crappie
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The fish species listed on the following pages have been tested 
for chemicals by the Michigan Department of Health and Human 
Services (MDHHS). 

The guidelines issued by MDHHS are based only on the amount 
of chemicals in the filet of the fish - the part that you would eat.

All fish listed here are not tested every year. Because the 
chemicals found in fish don’t break down quickly, the amount of 
chemicals in the fish will not change that much from year to year 
and neither will the guidelines.

If you would like to see the data collected to support these 
guidelines, they are available at www.michigan.gov/eatsafefish. 
If you do not have access to the internet or have additional 
questions, we are available at 1-800-648-6942, Monday-Friday, 
8am-5pm.

www.michigan.gov/ 
eatsafefish
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Other Regional 
Eat Safe Fish Guides

Upper Peninsula

Northwest

Southwest

Northeast

Southeast

Call 1-800-648-6942 or visit  
www.michigan.gov/eatsafefish  

to get a free copy of the
Eat Safe Fish Guides

for other regions in Michigan.

Mackinaw City

Petoskey

Traverse City
Frankfort

Cadillac

Ludington

Grayling

Rogers City

Oscoda

Standish

Sault Ste Marie
Munising

Escanaba

Ironwood

KEWEENAW

Grand Haven

Saugatuck

Benton Harbor Coldwater

Lansing

Mt Pleasant

Bay City Bad Axe

Port Huron

Flint

St Clair Shores

Detroit

Adrian

Frankenmuth

St Johns
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