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Health Organizations Seek to Preserve Safe Fish Practices at Duwamish River  

The lower Duwamish River in South Seattle has harmful chemicals that accumulate in seafood. Resident 

seafood that lives in this river year-round, such as perch, sole, starry flounder, clams, mussels and crab, 

are unsafe to eat. Salmon are safer to eat because they do not spend a lot of time in the river. 

To help make resident fish and shellfish in this river safer to eat, the United States Environmental 

Protection Agency recently released a $342 million plan for pollution clean-up efforts in the lower 

Duwamish River. Many parties will share the costs of the 17-year-long effort, including King County, the 

Port of Seattle, the City of Seattle, the Boeing Company, and other businesses along the river. 



While the clean-up is expected to dramatically reduce the level of contamination in the waterway, the 

resident fish, shellfish and crab will not be safe to eat in unlimited amounts for many years to come. 

Washington State Department of Health have posted signs along the river about their fish consumption 

recommendations, but signs alone are not sufficient to educate the community. 

Therefore, local community-based health organizations are exploring alternative ways to educate and 

protect the health of subsistence fishers and those who consume resident seafood from the Duwamish 

River, while preserving their fishing practices, traditions, and livelihoods. 

“We want to encourage fishers to continue eating seafood by providing them with feasible and culturally 

appropriate alternatives that protect their culture and do not overly burden them with behavior change that 

is often difficult to adhere to for spiritual or food security reasons,” said Linn Gould, Director of Just 

Health Action, a health  equity organization. 

Through funding from Seattle Department of Neighborhoods, Just Health Action and International 

Community Health Services (ICHS) partnered to conduct a pilot study on the fishing practices and 

recommendations from the local Vietnamese fishing community. Public Health Seattle-King County is 

advising on the project. 

As part of the pilot study, a Vietnamese advisory group was formed and includes active fishers as well as 

members who consume and/or prepare seafood. According to the fisher advisory group, fishing is 

strongly tied to Vietnamese culture. Participants explained that fishing is about ‘identity and life’ and 
passing down to the next generation from “father to son and the next.”    

  “During the meetings, everyone agreed that a clear and broad message about health risks is needed,” said 

Khanh Ho, the ICHS focus group facilitator. 

While fishing serves as a reminder of home, a majority of participants prefer fishing in the United States 

due to regulations. They unanimously consider fishing to be safer and catches to be healthier.  

"In Vietnam, we don’t know if the fish we catch is contaminated or not, but in the U.S., in the places 

where it is allowed and safe to fish, we are able to fish as long as we follow the regulations," said a 

participant in the Vietnamese fishers advisory group. 

After exploring the issue of Duwamish River contamination and the safety concerns of eating resident 

fish, the Vietnamese advisory group called for increased visibility of advisory signage as well as 

increased  education through print media and fishing publications.  

"They should put up more guidelines and advisories for fishers, more importantly, they should educate 

fishers on where it is safe to fish and harvest seafood and where you are allowed fish but not safe to eat 

(the catch), " said a participant of the Vietnamese fishers advisory group. "At the same time, you don't 

want to scare off fishers from these sites." 

“We recently created an educational guide of popular fishing piers, lakes and rivers in King County. The 

guide recommends which seafood is healthier to eat at these local fishing sites; and which seafood to 

avoid because of contaminants, like mercury and PCBs,” said Sinang Lee, Health Educator with Public 

Health Seattle-King County.  

Please contact sinang.lee@king-county.gov to get a free copy of the map guide in Vietnamese or English. 
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