
Mercury in Breast Milk Passed to Infants 

One of the biomarker of exposure to methylmercury from fish that can affect 

the neurological development of children is Hair mercury (HHg) 

concentration.  In the Rio Madeira basin (Brazilian Amazon), total HHg 

concentrations in 649 mother–infant pairs were measured at birth (prenatal 

exposure) and after 6 months of exclusive breastfeeding; these mother–

infant pairs were from high fish-eating communities and low fish-eating tin-

miner settlers.  

Overall maternal HHg concentrations (at childbirth and after 6 months of 

lactation) were higher than those of infant HHg. However, the relative 

change in HHg after 6 months of lactation showed that mothers decreased 

HHg while infants increased HHg.  

Regression analysis significantly predicted HHg in newborn from maternal 

HHg for high fish-eating maternal-infant pairs.  

Conclusion: The concentration of mercury accumulated in newborn tissues 

(in utero and during breastfeeding) relevant to both, maternal sources and 

infant exposure, can be reliably assessed from maternal hair. 
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