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Abstract
Mercury mass balance models (MMBMs) for fish are powerful tools for understanding factors
affecting growth and food consumption by free-ranging fish in rivers, lakes, and oceans. Moreover,
MMBMs can be used to predict the consequences of global mercury reductions, overfishing, and
climate change on mercury (Hg) concentration in commercially and recreationally valuable species
of fish. Such predictions are useful in decision-making by resource managers and public health policy
makers, because mercury is a neurotoxin and the primary route of exposure of mercury to humans is
via consumption of fish. Recent evidence has emerged to indicate that the current-day version of
MMBMs overestimates the rate at which fish eliminate mercury from their bodies. Consequently,
MMBMs overestimate food consumption by fish and underestimate Hg concentration in fish. In this
perspective, we explore underlying reasons for this overestimation of Hg-elimination rate, as well as
consequences and implications of this overestimation. We highlight emerging studies that distinguish
species and sex as contributing factors, in addition to body weight and water temperature, that can
play an important role in how quickly Hg is eliminated from fish. Future research directions for
refining MMBMs are discussed.

Key words: bioenergetics models, fish, mercury accumulation, mercury elimination, mercury mass
balance models, sex effects

1. Introduction
Although mercury is a naturally occurring element on the planet Earth, human activities, especially
the burning of coal, have led to widespread mercury contamination of terrestrial and aquatic ecosys-
tems (Boening 2000; Driscoll et al. 2013). Once deposited to aquatic ecosystems, inorganic mercury
can be transformed to methylmercury (MeHg), which readily biomagnifies in aquatic food webs to
levels in fish muscle tissue that pose a threat to human health (Clarkson et al. 2003; Sandheinrich et al.
2011; Wiener et al. 2012; Rice et al. 2014). The primary route of exposure of mercury to humans is
through consumption of fish (Boening 2000; Driscoll et al. 2013). The predominant form of mercury
in fish, including top predatory fish that humans target for consumption, is MeHg (Kamps et al. 1972;
Bloom 1992). To develop fish consumption advisories for humans eating fish, total mercury concen-
tration (Hg concentration), which is the sum of the MeHg concentration and the inorganic mercury
concentration, is most often measured and reported for fish.
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Given the consistent biomagnification of mercury with increasing trophic position within food webs
around the world (LaVoie et al. 2013), mercury has been selected as a tracer of food consumption
by free-ranging fish in lakes, rivers, and oceans (Trudel et al. 2000; Trudel and Rasmussen 2001). By
determining Hg concentration both in the fish and in their prey, the rate at which free-ranging fish
consume food in their natural environment can be estimated, based on several assumptions concern-
ing the entry and exit of mercury to and from the fish. Here, we refer to this approach of using Hg
determinations to estimate food consumption by free-ranging fish as an application of mercury mass
balance models (MMBMs). Estimation of food consumption by free-ranging fish has proven invalu-
able in better understanding fish growth and consumption in the field (Trudel et al. 2001; Chipps
and Wahl 2008; Madenjian 2011; Deslauriers et al. 2017). Moreover, estimates of food consumption
by fish can be used to quantify the strength of the predator–prey link that, in turn, can be applied
toward improved management of valuable fisheries. For example, quantification of the predatory
effect of Chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) on alewives (Alosa pseudoharengus) has been
an important asset in guiding the management of the Chinook salmon fishery in Lake Michigan for
more than 30 years (Hansen et al. 1993; Tsehaye et al. 2014). For this specific application to Lake
Michigan fisheries, a Wisconsin bioenergetics model (BEM) was used to estimate annual consump-
tion of alewives by the Chinook salmon population, although a MMBM could have also been used
in this application.

Most often, MMBMs are used to estimate food consumption by free-ranging fish (Trudel et al. 2000;
Trudel and Rasmussen 2001), but MMBMs may also be used to estimate or predict Hg concentration
in free-ranging fish given a specified feeding rate schedule for the fish (Rennie et al. 2005; Trudel and
Rasmussen 2006; Schartup et al. 2019). In applying MMBMs to data for free-ranging fish, the issue of
Hg concentration versus MeHg concentration in the fish usually needs to be addressed. In some cases,
only Hg concentration data are available, and an assumption regarding the percentage of the Hg in
the fish that is MeHg is typically made. Frequently, all the Hg in the fish is assumed to be MeHg,
and this assumption is justifiable based on the abovementioned studies and others (Van Walleghem
et al. 2007; Raymond and Rossmann 2009; Madenjian et al. 2015; Schartup et al. 2019). All of the
Hg entering the fish’s body is usually assumed to enter via food consumption, and this assumption
is justifiable given the results of earlier studies (e.g., Hall et al. 1997), as well as newer study results
(Hrenchuk et al. 2012; Lescord et al. 2018). Typically, the issue of whole-fish mercury concentration
versus fillet or muscle mercury concentration also needs to be addressed in applying MMBMs, but
conversion factors from the literature are available to deal with this issue (Becker and Bigham 1995;
Peterson et al. 2005).

Although the predominant pathway of entry of Hg into the fish’s body is indeed through dietary
intake and all of the Hg entering the fish’s body is typically assumed to be through food consumption,
Hg may also enter the fish’s body through direct uptake from water (Trudel et al. 2000; Trudel and
Rasmussen 2001; Hrenchuk et al. 2012; Lescord et al. 2018). Fish gills play a role in both direct uptake
of Hg from water and in elimination of Hg (Wang andWang 2010, 2012; Bjerregaard et al. 2011; Peng
et al. 2016). Fish can also eliminate Hg from their bodies via release of bile from the liver into the
digestive tract and via excretion of urine from the kidneys. Some of the factors influencing direct
uptake of mercury via the gills from the water include Hg concentration and dissolved organic carbon
concentration in the surrounding water, as well as salinity of the water (Wang and Wang 2010). Hg
accumulation rate for the fish tends to increase with increasing concentration of Hg in the fish’s food
(Trudel et al. 2000; Trudel and Rasmussen 2001; Wang and Wang 2012). The rate at which the fish
eliminates Hg from its body appears to be influenced by water temperature and the fish’s
weight (Trudel and Rasmussen 1997). Moreover, dietary selenium has been shown to increase
Hg-elimination rate in fish (Bjerregaard et al. 2011).
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Mercury accumulation in fish is equal to the balance of intakes minus any losses. As such, a critical
assumption of the MMBM approach is that the rate at which fish eliminate Hg from their bodies is
accurately estimated (Trudel et al. 2000; Trudel and Rasmussen 2001). For MMBM applications,
Trudel and Rasmussen (1997) developed a regression model for estimating Hg-elimination rate as a
function of water temperature and fish weight. This regression model was based on the best estimates
of Hg-elimination rate available from the scientific literature at the time of model development.
It included five published studies of Hg-elimination rate for six different fish species (including
marine, brackish, and freshwater species). All but one study occurred in the laboratory. Two regres-
sion equations to estimate Hg-elimination rate were developed—one from data on northern pike
(Esox lucius) and European plaice (Pleuronectes platessa) that were chronically exposed to Hg and
the other from data on five species of fish that were acutely exposed to Hg. Trudel and Rasmussen
(1997) concluded that Hg-elimination rate from short-term (<90 d) experiments was overestimated,
because the series of observations on Hg body burden in the fish was not sufficiently long to accu-
rately distinguish between the fast and slow components of elimination following the dosing of fish
with Hg. Immediately after dosing, Hg body burden in the fish declines at a relatively fast rate, but
then this period of relatively fast elimination is followed by a period of relatively slow elimination
(Trudel and Rasmussen 1997). Regardless of whether the fish were chronically exposed to Hg or
acutely exposed to Hg, the slow component reflects the Hg-elimination rate appropriate for use in
MMBMs. In practice, the original chronic exposure equation continues to be used for MMBM
applications to free-ranging fish in the field (Ferriss and Essington 2014; Schartup et al. 2019).

The goals of this perspective paper are to alert the reader to the problem of inaccurate estimation of
Hg-elimination rate associated with the present-day version of MMBMs and to explore the conse-
quences and implications of this problem. Specific objectives of our study are: (i) review recent
evidence indicating that the chronic exposure regression equation overestimates Hg-elimination rates
for fish, (ii) explore the underlying reasons for this overestimation of Hg-elimination rate, (iii) discuss
the consequences of such overestimation on both estimates of food consumption by fish and estimates
of Hg concentration in fish generated by MMBMs, (iv) review evidence indicating that factors other
than weight and temperature also influence Hg-elimination rate, (v) explore the implications of
overestimation of Hg-elimination rate on emerging applications for MMBMs, and (vi) explore the
implications of overestimation of Hg-elimination rate on previously documented discrepancies in
estimates of food consumption between MMBM and BEM applications. Regarding the sixth objective,
MMBMs and BEMs both provide estimates of food consumption by fish, which should agree for a
given application. However, MMBM estimates of food consumption have substantially differed from
BEM estimates of food consumption (Rennie et al. 2005; Trudel and Rasmussen 2006; Ferriss and
Essington 2014). Lastly, future research directions for refining MMBMs are discussed.

2. New approaches to the estimation of Hg-elimination rate
Over the past two decades, advances in analytical techniques have allowed for new insights into the
rate at which fish eliminate Hg from their bodies. Two field studies on the rate of Hg elimination in
free-ranging fishes took place as part of a whole-ecosystem Hg loading experiment where isotopically
enriched Hg was added to the surface waters of a remote boreal lake (Harris et al. 2007). Yellow perch
(Perca flavescens) and northern pike naturally accumulated isotopic Hg over several years before
being moved from the experimental lake to a nearby untreated lake. Fish were then periodically cap-
tured and changes in the body burden of isotopic Hg were monitored over time (Table 1; Van
Walleghem et al. 2007, 2013). The estimates of Hg-elimination rate for yellow perch and northern
pike were 3.1 and 2.7 times lower, respectively, than estimates generated from the chronic exposure
equation.
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Further, in a series of carefully controlled natural predator–prey feeding studies conducted in the
laboratory (>130 d in duration), Hg-elimination rates for lake whitefish (Coregonus clupeaformis)
and lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush) were estimated to be 2.4 times lower and 5.5 times lower,
respectively, than those estimated from the chronic exposure equation (Table 1; Madenjian and
O’Connor 2008; Madenjian et al. 2012). Hg concentration in the predators at the start and end of
the experiments, as well as Hg concentration in the prey, were determined. Food consumption and
growth of the predators were monitored throughout the experiment. Gross trophic transfer efficiency
of Hg from the prey to the predator was assumed to be 0.80, which was a reasonable assumption based
on studies cited by Trudel et al. (2000) and Trudel and Rasmussen (2001).

Common to both the whole-ecosystem experiments (Van Walleghem et al. 2007, 2013) and the
laboratory feeding experiments (Madenjian and O’Connor 2008; Madenjian et al. 2012) was a natural
route of Hg exposure to fish via their diet. In contrast, in most of the studies upon which the original
Hg-elimination rate model was based (Trudel and Rasmussen 1997), fish were either exposed to a
concentrated solution of MeHg or received an injection of MeHg into muscle or the stomach. These
routes of Hg exposure do not mimic the natural route to fish through their diet, and they may have
introduced artifacts that obfuscated accurate characterization of the rate at which Hg is eliminated
by fish in a natural setting. Similarly, the toxicokinetics of Hg in fish fed food artificially spiked with
Hg differed from those of fish fed naturally contaminated food (Bradley et al. 2017). Further, elimina-
tion rates of Hg and MeHg vary considerably across the various tissues of fish (Wang and Wang 2010,
2012; Peng et al. 2016). In addition, overestimation of Hg-elimination rate may have also been
partially due to an insufficient amount of time to reliably separate the fast and slow components of
elimination in some of the studies used to develop the original Hg-elimination rate model.
Researchers once considered 90 d as enough time to demarcate these two components, but even more
time may be required. Moreover, Hg-elimination rate was likely overestimated in one of the studies
upon which the chronic exposure equation was based, due to the short duration of the elimination
phase of the experiment. To estimate Hg-elimination rate, Pentreath (1976) tracked the body burden
of radiolabeled MeHg in juvenile European plaice over a 70-d period immediately following the
exposure of these fish to a solution of radiolabeled MeHg (Table 1). Not only was the estimate of
Hg-elimination rate based on an insufficiently long tracking period, but no effort was also made to
distinguish between the fast and slow components of elimination. Thus, these shortcomings of the
Pentreath (1976) study contributed to the overestimation of Hg-elimination rate by the chronic
exposure equation. We also point out that although the degree of overestimation of Hg-elimination
rate was considerably less for the acute exposure equation than that for the chronic exposure equa-
tion, both equations overestimated Hg-elimination rate (Van Walleghem et al. 2007, 2013;
Madenjian and O’Connor 2008; Madenjian et al. 2012). The acute exposure equation overestimated
Hg-elimination rate by 15%–163%.

Table 1. Estimates of Hg-elimination rate for fish chronically exposed to Hg.

Species Estimate of Hg-elimination rate (d−1) Reference

Northern pike 0.000907 Lockhart et al. (1972)

0.000581 Van Walleghem et al. (2013)

European plaice 0.002570 Pentreath (1976)

Yellow perch 0.001417 Van Walleghem et al. (2007)

Lake whitefish 0.000730 Madenjian and O’Connor (2008)

Lake trout 0.000244 Madenjian et al. (2012)
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3. Influence of Hg-elimination rate on estimates of food
consumption and Hg concentration
Food consumption estimates derived from MMBM applications are sensitive to Hg-elimination rate
(Madenjian and O’Connor 2008). To demonstrate the effects of Hg-elimination rate on food
consumption, we estimated daily ingestion rate by walleye (Sander vitreus) in Bitter Lake, South
Dakota (USA) using a MMBM (Trudel et al. 2000). Data for walleye (ages 2–8 years) are summarized
in Selch et al. (2019) and included fish weight (g), Hg concentration (mg/kg or parts per million
(ppm) wet weight), seasonal diet composition, prey Hg concentration (ppm wet weight), and water
temperature (°C). Walleye in Bitter Lake fed on amphipods, fathead minnows (Pimephales promelas),
and chironomids. We calculated Hg-elimination rate (E, d−1) as a function of fish weight (W, g) and
water temperature (T, °C) using the original chronic exposure equation where

E = 0.00293W−0.20eð0.066�TÞ (1)

Using the MMBM presented in Trudel et al. (2000), we estimated food consumption (g) for an
average walleye growing from age 2 (489 g wet weight) to age 8 (1050 g wet weight), using three
estimates of Hg-elimination rate: one that corresponded to E, and two lower values 0.5E and 0.1E that
corresponded to rates that were 2 and 10 times slower than E, respectively. Note that E is typically
used as the Hg-elimination rate in MMBM applications. Here we chose to explore Hg-elimination
rates with values ≤E in this MMBM example, as data from four separate studies (VanWalleghem et al.
2007, 2013; Madenjian and O’Connor 2008; Madenjian et al. 2012) showed an overestimation of
Hg-elimination rate for each of four fish species by the original chronic exposure equation. Food
consumption estimated using E as the Hg-elimination rate value was appreciably higher than that
obtained using slower Hg-elimination rates (Fig. 1). Cumulative food consumption at age 8 based
on E was 1.5 and 2.6 times higher than that based on 0.5E and 0.1E, respectively. The discrepancy
between cumulative food consumption based on E and that based on 0.5E or 0.1E would be expected
to further widen as walleye aged beyond age 8.

Fig. 1. Cumulative food consumption by walleye (ages 2–8 years) from Bitter Lake, South Dakota (USA), as esti-
mated using a mercury mass balance model (MMBM; Trudel et al. 2000), based on Hg-elimination rate equal to E,
0.5E, and 0.1E. See text for details. Data adapted from Selch et al. (2019).
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The MMBM can be rearranged to estimate walleye Hg concentration (Ct) as

Ct = C0 · e−ðE+GÞt +
Cδ · α · I
E + G

h
1 − e−ðE+GÞt

i
(2)

where C0 is the initial Hg concentration in walleye (ppm), Ct is the Hg concentration in walleye at
time t, and G equals specific growth rate (d−1; Trudel and Rasmussen 2006). Hg concentration of prey
(ppm) and assimilation efficiency of Hg by walleye are represented by Cδ and α (=0.80), respectively.
To explore how walleye Hg accumulation is influenced by elimination rate, we estimated specific
feeding rate (I, d−1) of 2–8-year-old walleye using a bioenergetics model tailored to this fish species
(Kitchell et al. 1977; Selch et al. 2019; Deslauriers et al. 2017). A comparison of Ct estimates at
Hg-elimination rates of E, 0.5E, and 0.1E revealed that Hg concentration in young walleye with rela-
tively high specific growth rates (ages 3–4) was reasonably well predicted by E, i.e., within 10% of
observed values (Fig. 2). However, among larger, older fish (>age 4), observed Hg concentration
was greater than that predicted by E. Indeed, by age 8, observed Hg concentration in walleye
(1.05 ppm) was twice that predicted by eq. (2) (0.524 ppm). At lower elimination rates, Hg accumu-
lation in walleye substantially increased with increasing age. At the lowest elimination rate (0.1E),
predicted Hg concentration was higher than observed values for walleye. Predicted Hg concentrations
at 0.5E, however, were in better agreement with observed values, implying that eq. (1) overestimates
Hg-elimination rate for older (>4 years old), slower growing walleye (Fig. 2).

4. Factors other than temperature and weight affect
Hg-elimination rate
There is growing evidence for the contention that Hg-elimination rate can vary considerably among
species and between the sexes, and that much of this variability is not explained by temperature or
weight (Madenjian et al. 2016). For example, in the laboratory tank studies described earlier,
estimated Hg-elimination rate for lake whitefish was nearly three times higher than that for lake trout,
even though the lake whitefish were of similar size to the lake trout and both of these cold-water
species experienced similar water temperatures (Madenjian and O’Connor 2008; Madenjian et al.
2012, 2016). Moreover, the degree of overestimation of Hg-elimination rate using the chronic

Fig. 2. Predicted (solid lines) and observed (solid symbols) Hg concentration in walleye (ages 2–8 years) from
Bitter Lake, South Dakota (USA). Food consumption was estimated using a bioenergetics model and then used
as input in a mercury mass balance model (MMBM) to predict walleye Hg concentration. Model predictions
are based on Hg-elimination rates of E, 0.5E, and 0.1E. Walleye Hg concentration data taken from Selch et al.
(2019). Error bars represent one standard error.
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exposure equation ranged from a factor of 2.4 to a factor of 5.5 (Van Walleghem et al. 2007, 2013;
Madenjian and O’Connor 2008; Madenjian et al. 2012), further supporting the contention that factors
other than temperature and fish weight also affected Hg-elimination rate.

Only in the last six years has sex been recognized as an important factor regulating Hg-elimination rates
in teleost fishes (Madenjian et al. 2014, 2016). For example, adult male northern pike eliminated Hg
from their bodies at a rate more than twice as fast as that of adult female northern pike from the same
population (Madenjian et al. 2014). Due to lack of available data, sex was not considered as an indepen-
dent variable in developing the original regression models for Hg-elimination rate in fish. Given the
compelling research on laboratory mice (Mus musculus), Madenjian et al. (2014, 2016) hypothesized
that certain androgens, such as testosterone and 11-ketotesosterone, in male teleost fishes are capable
of enhancing the rate at which males eliminate Hg from their bodies. In laboratory mice, adult males
eliminated Hg from their bodies at a rate that was roughly three times higher than that of adult females
(Hirayama and Yasutake 1986). Follow-up laboratory experimentation showed that testosterone was the
agent responsible for enhanced Hg-elimination rate in adult male mice compared with adult female
mice (Yasutake et al. 1989; Tanaka et al. 1991, 1992). In addition, Kostyniak (1980) reported that the
rate that adult male mice excreted Hg in their urine differed 5-fold between strains of mice. Weight
and body temperature of males did not appreciably vary between strains; therefore, this difference in
Hg-elimination rates was not attributable to weight or body temperature differences between strains.
Rather, variation in testosterone levels between strains could explain the observed difference in Hg-
elimination rates (Kemp and Drinkwater 1989; Tanaka et al. 1991). Apparently, Hg-elimination rate
for males varies considerably from one species or strain of vertebrate to another, perhaps reflecting high
interspecific variability in levels of testosterone (and 11-ketotestosterone in teleost fishes) of males. Peak
testosterone levels of males varied more than 40-fold across 107 species of birds (Garamszegi et al.
2005). A similar degree of interspecific variability in the testosterone and 11-ketotestosterone levels of
male teleost fishes is a reasonable expectation.

Further evidence for species and sex differences in Hg-elimination rate comes from comparative stud-
ies that examined both polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) and Hg concentrations in fish. Like Hg, nearly
all PCB accumulation in fish is from dietary intake (Weininger 1978; Borgmann and Whittle 1991,
1992). Unlike Hg, long-term elimination of PCBs by fish has been characterized as negligible
(Madenjian et al. 1998). Madenjian et al. (2016) found that males consistently exceeded females in
PCB concentration in eight species of fish (♂:♀ = 1.17–1.43), whereas the Hg ratio (♂:♀ = 0.82–1.16)
was always less than the PCB ratio, and males exceeded females in Hg concentration in some species
of fish, whereas females exceeded males in Hg concentration in other fish species. The most plausible
explanation for these findings was that the difference in Hg-elimination rates between the sexes varied
substantially among species, thereby causing the difference between the PCB ratio and the Hg ratio to
vary substantially from one species to another (Madenjian et al. 2016). In teleost fishes, males elimi-
nated Hg from their bodies faster than females, but the relative difference in Hg-elimination rates
between the sexes varied across species.

5. Emerging applications of MMBMs
An application of growing importance is to use MMBMs to generate predictions of anthropogenic
effects on Hg accumulation in fish, particularly fish frequently consumed by humans. Recognition
of the deleterious effects of Hg exposure to humans has prompted development of the Minimata
Convention on Mercury, an international treaty aimed at reducing Hg emissions at a global scale
(UNEP 2013). Accurate modeling of Hg accumulation in fish is critical to understanding how fish will
respond to anthropogenic effects like lower Hg emissions and climate change. Consequently, the
reassessment of Hg-elimination rates is timely given these recent research initiatives into the effects
of reduced Hg emissions, climate change, changes in food web structure, and overfishing on Hg

Madenjian et al.

FACETS | 2021 | 6: 272–286 | DOI: 10.1139/facets-2020-0034 278
facetsjournal.com

FA
C

E
T

S 
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.f
ac

et
sj

ou
rn

al
.c

om
 b

y 
3.

14
5.

19
9.

14
0 

on
 0

5/
18

/2
4

http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/facets-2020-0034
http://www.facetsjournal.com


accumulation in fish (Lepak et al. 2019; Schartup et al. 2019). For example, Schartup et al. (2019) used
a MMBM, based on the original chronic exposure Hg-elimination rate model, to investigate climate
change and overfishing effects on Hg accumulation in Atlantic bluefin tuna (Thunnus thynnus).
Because Hg-elimination rate was likely overestimated in this application, Hg concentration in
Atlantic bluefin tuna tissue was probably underestimated. The degree of underestimation could be
2-fold or greater (Fig. 2).

6. Discrepancy between MMBM and BEM estimates of food
consumption
When food consumption estimates have been compared between the MMBM and BEM approaches,
the MMBM estimate exceeds the BEM estimate in nearly all cases (Rennie et al. 2005; Trudel and
Rasmussen 2006; Ferriss and Essington 2014). For example, the MMBM estimate of food consump-
tion rate exceeded the BEM estimate of food consumption rate by as little as roughly 40% to well over
100% in applications to four species of tunas (Ferriss and Essington 2014). This interspecific variation
in the discrepancy between the MMBM and BEM estimates is roughly in accord with the variability in
the degree of overestimation of Hg-elimination rate across species, namely yellow perch, northern
pike, lake whitefish, and lake trout, elucidated above. Overestimation of Hg-elimination rate by
factors of 2 and 5.5 can lead to overestimation of food consumption by 50% and 100%, respectively
(Fig. 1). Thus, an important contributing factor to published discrepancies in food consumption esti-
mates between application of a MMBM and application of a BEM appears to be overestimation of
Hg-elimination rate resulting in overestimation of food consumption by the MMBM.

The discrepancy between the MMBM and BEM estimates of food consumption had been attributed to
underestimation of swimming activity by BEMs (Trudel and Rasmussen 2006), but this hypothesis is
no longer supported by recent findings. Based on the new estimates of Hg-elimination rates described
in Section 2, and the results of the simulation modeling presented in Fig. 1, the bulk of this discrep-
ancy in the estimates of food consumption appears to be explained by simply the overestimation of
Hg-elimination rate. Consider the case that Hg-elimination rate is overestimated by a factor of 5.5,
as was found for lake trout (Madenjian et al. 2012). This case would correspond with approximately
the halfway point between the 0.5E and 0.1E scenarios displayed in Fig. 1. Thus, by age 8, cumulative
food consumption would be overestimated by roughly 2-fold when using the original chronic expo-
sure equation (eq. (1)). Coincidentally, the MMBM estimate of cumulative food consumption by
age 8 lake trout in Lake Ontario was about two times higher than that from the BEM application
(Trudel and Rasmussen 2006). Thus, the discrepancy in the food consumption estimates between
the MMBM and BEM applications appears to be explained by the overestimation of Hg-elimination
rate in this example. Our contention is further strengthened by the results of the study by
Madenjian et al. (2000), who concluded that the lake trout BEM developed by Stewart et al. (1983),
the same BEM used in the Trudel and Rasmussen (2006) study, yielded unbiased estimates of food
consumption by adult lake trout in Lake Michigan. Madenjian et al. (2000) used PCBs as a tracer of
food consumption to arrive at their conclusion. Given the known range in the degree of overestima-
tion of Hg-elimination rate (2.4–5.5 times higher) from new studies, in conjunction with the results
from our simulation modeling, much of the discrepancy between the MMBM and BEM estimates of
food consumption for the four species of tunas studied by Ferriss and Essington (2014) would likely
be accounted for by overestimation of Hg-elimination rate in the MMBM applications.

7. Future research directions
We see a need to continue to amass a data set of new estimates of Hg-elimination rate, based on the
field and laboratory approaches that involve the natural uptake of MeHg, across a variety of fish
species, water temperatures, and fish sizes (weights). The aforementioned studies included only a
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small number of common, north-temperate cold- and cool-water freshwater fish. Clearly there is a
need to expand these types of studies to other fish species, especially commercially important species
that occupy marine and brackish environments. Opportunities to conduct field studies like those by
Van Walleghem et al. (2007, 2013) should be pursued, using a range of species that occupy diverse
trophic guilds and temperature regimes as the focus of these new studies. Likewise, more laboratory
experiments like those by Madenjian et al. (2012) are needed to build a data set of Hg-elimination rate
estimates based on dietary exposure with natural foods in laboratory tanks. The incorporation of
mercury stable isotopes into these natural foods may lead to further refinement of Hg-elimination rate
estimates in future laboratory studies (Hrenchuk et al. 2012). To elucidate the relationship between
fish weight and Hg-elimination rate, new experiments should be conducted on various sizes of fish
of the same species in the laboratory. Similarly, to investigate the relationship between water temper-
ature and Hg-elimination rate, Hg-elimination rates would need to be determined for groups of fish of
the same species, but each group would be subjected to a different water temperature during the long-
term feeding experiment.

Corroboration of Hg-elimination rate estimates between field studies and those from controlled
laboratory experiments is needed. Such corroboration would promote greater confidence in the
MMBM predictions of food consumption by fish and Hg concentration in fish. Moreover, we see
great opportunity to combine many rapidly evolving technologies to better link field and laboratory
approaches. For example, various telemetry technologies allow for the near-continuous tracking of
individual fish movements, rates of activity, habitat use, and temperature occupancy (Hussey et al.
2015), which can be combined with nonlethal sampling methods to quantify diet composition and
Hg concentrations (Baker et al. 2004). Estimates of activity from field-based telemetry data can, in
turn, provide an improved understanding of feeding (i.e., metabolic) requirements of free-ranging fish
(Semmens et al. 2013; Brodie et al. 2016), which are known to vary across ecosystems, even for the
same species (Cruz-Font et al. 2019). Importantly, long-term field studies can capture the seasonal
influence of temperature and activity, as well as individual variability, all of which can influence
Hg-elimination rate of free-ranging fish (Van Walleghem et al. 2013).

Studies that explore how factors other than fish size and water temperature (e.g., sex, species, growth his-
tory, etc.) influence Hg-elimination rate in fish would make a significant contribution toward building
this data set of new estimates of Hg-elimination rate. Clearly, sex is an important factor regulating
Hg-elimination rates in fish. Further, some of the variation in Hg-elimination rate unexplained by fish
weight and water temperature may be attributable to concentrations of testosterone and 11-ketotestoster-
one varying across species. Determining the levels of these two androgens in male fish across a wide array
of fish species would represent an important step in investigating the relationship between androgen lev-
els and Hg-elimination rate in male fish. Then, regression analysis could be used to establish the nature of
the association between androgen levels and Hg-elimination rate. In addition, we expect that future stud-
ies will likely reveal other factors that play a role in influencing Hg-elimination rate of fish.

Once a data set of new estimates of Hg-elimination rate in fish has been amassed, then various types
of regression analyses should be applied to the data set to develop a new regression model for
Hg-elimination rate. The objective here would be to arrive at a regression model that predicts
Hg-elimination rate with reasonable accuracy over wide ranges of the independent variables included
in the model. This new regression model could then be incorporated into MMBMs (Trudel et al. 2000;
Trudel and Rasmussen 2001), thereby leading to improved model performance such that unbiased
estimates of food consumption are generated. In turn, the improved MMBMs can be used to check
on the accuracy of the activity component of BEMs (Rennie et al. 2005; Trudel and Rasmussen
2006). We acknowledge that the processes regulating Hg-elimination rates in fish may be so complex
that several regression models may need to be developed. Perhaps models may be required by

Madenjian et al.

FACETS | 2021 | 6: 272–286 | DOI: 10.1139/facets-2020-0034 280
facetsjournal.com

FA
C

E
T

S 
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.f
ac

et
sj

ou
rn

al
.c

om
 b

y 
3.

14
5.

19
9.

14
0 

on
 0

5/
18

/2
4

http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/facets-2020-0034
http://www.facetsjournal.com


latitudes (temperate vs. tropical) and system types (marine vs. freshwater). To illustrate the potential
complexity of environmental influences on Hg-elimination rates, consider the case of freshwater
systems contaminated with selenium. Dietary selenium has been shown to reduce retention of
MeHg in freshwater fish (Bjerregaard et al. 2011). Specifically, dietary selenium augmented
Hg-elimination rate of goldfish (Carassius auratus) in a dose-dependent manner.

We also see a need to recalculate food consumption estimates from previous MMBM applications
using the abovementioned new regression model for Hg-elimination rate that yields accurate
estimates of Hg-elimination rate. Further, differences between food consumption estimates derived
from MMBM applications with those from BEM applications should be reexamined to determine
the degree of discrepancy between the two sets of estimates that can be accounted for by inaccurate
estimation of Hg-elimination rate. Given the results presented in this perspective, the new estimates
of food consumption from the improved MMBMs would be in considerably closer agreement with
the estimates of food consumption from BEMs than the estimates generated from the original
formulation of the MMBMs with the biased regression equation used to estimate Hg-elimination rate.

8. Conclusion
Exciting opportunities exist to improve the accuracy of MMBMs via re-examination of
Hg-elimination rates in fish. Revision of the Hg-elimination rate model would require generating a
new set of Hg-elimination rate estimates based on techniques involving long-term natural dietary
exposure of Hg to the fish. Once a new set of Hg-elimination rate estimates becomes available, a
new model to predict Hg-elimination rate can be developed and then incorporated into MMBMs.
With this new model to predict Hg-elimination rate, accuracy of the MMBMs will be enhanced.
Specifically, accuracy of MMBM predictions of Hg concentration in fish under various scenarios of
changes in Hg emissions, climate change, and overfishing will improve. We anticipate that much of
the discrepancy in food consumption estimates between MMBM applications and BEM applications
that has been previously described in the literature will vanish when accurate estimates of
Hg-elimination rate are used in the MMBM applications. Corroboration between field estimates of
Hg-elimination rate and laboratory estimates of Hg-elimination rate would improve the reliability
of MMBM estimates of food consumption by fish and Hg concentration in fish. Finally, researchers
should take advantage of rapidly evolving technologies to better link field and laboratory approaches
toward quantifying energy budgets of fish.
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