
 

 
 
 
September 24, 2002 
 
 
Dear Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission: 
 
On behalf of over 40,000 members, affiliates and supporters, the Florida Wildlife 
Federation officially requests that the Commission consider requesting a public health 
advisory on recreational fish and blue crab from Rice Creek and the St John’s River near 
Rice Creek confluence.  
 
In support of our request, we have examined the following data and information 
concerning highly-elevated levels of dioxin in sediments of Rice Creek and in 
recreational fish, bass, bluegill, catfish and blue crabs consumed by humans in Rice 
Creek and tributaries to the St Johns River near Palatka, Florida.   
 
We believe this situation constitutes a threat to public health and wish to bring this matter 
to you for formal, official consideration of immediate responses including establishing a 
public health advisory and posted warning not to consume the fish in this area.   
 
EPA’s Fact Sheet concerning Public Health Advisory standards for Dioxin in fish tissue 
contains the following recommendations for fish consumption advisories: 
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These advisories are generally based on a higher cancer risk level (1 in 100,000) than the 
more protective risk level EPA/DEP normally applies for water quality standards (1 in 
1,000,000). 
 
When compared to data uncovered Dioxin in fish tissue sampled from tributaries to the St 
Johns River by industry sampling, we have found cause for a public health advisory on 
consumption of recreational fish caught in Rice Creek, Etonia Creek and the proximate 
area of the Lower St Johns River (previously reports of these levels were incorrectly 
compared with FDA levels applicable to commercial fish markets).   
 
The level reported in Rice Creek and Etonia Creek exceed EPA’s recommended levels 
for : 

“no meals per month” dioxin level “>1.2 ppt” and  
 
“less than one meal per month” dioxin level of “>0.62 ppt”  

 
contained in EPA’s health advisory for dioxin in recreational fish.  
 
The levels detected are as follows: 
 
1997: 
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1998: 
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1999: 

 

 
 
2000: 
 

 
 
These samples were taken all from Rice Creek and Etonia Creek.   
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2001 collection for 2002 report 
 
The newest data shows Rice Creek fish tissue dioxin levels still >.67 ppt ( no more than 
.5 meals per month) and also show elevated dioxin fish tissue levels in Etonia Creek and 
Deep Creek.   In the 2001 sampling reported in 2002, the levels were still above EPA 
health advisory, not only in Rice Creek, but also in bluegills captured in Deep Creek, 
(2002 Report) – see next page. 
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but also in bluegills captured in Deep Creek, (2002 Report) 
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This additional finding in Deep Creek could indicate either migration of the problem, 
migration of individual fish through the St Johns River, or warranted public health fish 
consumption advisory in a separate contamination area. No largemouth bass samples 
were taken in Rice Creek and no sufficient reason or explanation for this lack of sampling 
is given; or why re-sampling was not required. 
 

 
 
To understand and interpret this industry sampling data, it is important to know a few 
things about the unique riverine system of the St Johns River.  Although located many 
miles upstream (to the south) and primarily freshwater, due to a rise of less than 12 
inches in topography this area of the Lower St Johns River and tributaries (depicted in the 
map above) experience both frequent diurnal tide reversals and extended periods of 
negative flow up the tributaries due to tide (1 to 5 days).   
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An independent (i.e., non-industry sponsored) fish tissue dioxin study conducted in 1993 
reflected bioaccumulation in largemouth bass at 8.8 ppt (exceeding bluegill levels at that 
time) exceeding the no meals per month level by eight times; and dioxin levels in bowfin 
fish as high as 48 ppt.  
 
EPA’s previously-cited fact sheet states that: 
 

                                 
 
Similarly, dioxin in Rice Creek sediment and in the treatment lagoon sludges and 
sediment will remain for years to come.   
 
In addition, additional dioxin will likely be produced and available for sediment 
adsorption and additional bioaccumulation.  Rice Creek sediments (as well as fish and 
blue crab) were found to contain dioxin in 1993 peer reviewed study 
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.     1993 Schell supra. 
 

 
 

 
  

 (1993, Schell).           
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 Endocrine disruption effects include hormone mimics, receptor blocking and cellular 
changes, include “fish masculinization” have also been identified in Rice Creek by Cody 
and Bortone in 1999 and could be caused by dioxins or other chemicals, but also warrant 
fish, wildlife and public health concern. 

 
 
 

 
 

… 
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and other hormonal effects were documented by Sepulveda et. al  in Largemouth Bass (a 
species consumed by humans) : 
 

 
 

                
                
 
Other aquatic organism and  human health effects from endocrine disrupters warrant a 
public health advisory not to consume fish from Rice Creek.  EPA has also published 
guidance for pregnant women and young children (who frequently catch and eat 
bluegills, which tested high for dioxin) 
 

                
 
We believe that such effects should be examined in Etonia Creek due to tidal reversal and 
periods of extended flow which could transport these materials upstream into the Etonia. 
In addition the movement of fish between the St Johns River and among its 
interconnected tributaries is further cause for concern.   
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Due the historic (1993-present) levels of dioxin found in fish tissue in these tributaries 
and the possible movement of fish between tributaries and the mouth of the St Johns 
River we believe that fish in the St Johns River may also contain high levels of toxic 
contaminants including dioxin and endocrine disrupters (Cody and Bortone, 1999). 
 
We request your help and assistance in the following actions that we believe are 
warranted due the historic (1993-present) levels of dioxin found in fish tissue as set forth 
above: 
 

1) Please review this data and place a public health advisory warning the 
public not to consume fish and blue crab caught in Rice Creek, Deep 
Creek and their confluence with the St Johns River until testing reveals 
fish and blue crab are safe for consumption.  

 
2) Please initiate a fish tissue sampling program for the St Johns River which 

we believe is warranted due the historic (1993-present) levels of dioxin found 
in fish tissue in these tributaries and the possible movement of fish between 
tributaries and the mouth of the St Johns River.  

 
3) Please ensure that dioxin-sludges are prevented from entering the riverine 

environment and any historic spills or deposition is removed and properly 
disposed. 

 
4) Please ensure actions are taken to assess and remediate dioxin-sediments 

that may be present in Rice Creek, Deep Creek and St Johns River sediments 
so that it is not available for further bioaccumulation. 

 
 
Thank you for your efforts on behalf of the public in this matter of great concern.   
 
 
Sincerely yours, 
 
 
Manley Fuller, President, FWF 
 & 
Ralf Brookes Attorney 
1217 E Cape Coral Parkway #107 
Cape Coral, Florida 33904 
Fax (208) 441-5423 
ralf@ralfbrookesattorney.com 
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