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POLICY STATEMENT

American Fisheries Society Adopts New Policy, Encourages 
Efforts to Understand and Limit Effects of Lead in Sport 
Fishing Tackle on Fish and Wildlife
Jesse Trushenski and Paul Radomski
American Fisheries Society, Resource Policy Committee 

In October of 2012, the American Fisheries Society (AFS) 
voted to adopt a new policy statement on “Lead in Sport Fish-
ing Tackle.” Like all AFS policies, this document represents the 
collective voice of the oldest, largest, and most influential pro-
fessional organization dedicated to the fisheries sciences. The 
new policy draws attention to the negative effects of lead in the 
environment and encourages scientists, regulatory authorities, 
tackle manufacturers, the sport fishing community, and other 
stakeholders to work together to understand and limit any nega-
tive effects of lead-based tackle (e.g., sinkers, jigs) on fish and 
other organisms.  

Lead is a naturally occurring but toxic element. Because of 
its negative effects on human and animal health, lead is banned 
in products such as gasoline, paint, and solder in many coun-
tries. However, lead is still commonly used in fishing tackle 
because it is readily available, dense, malleable, and inexpen-
sive. Though lost fishing tackle can remain intact and relatively 
stable for decades or centuries in aquatic systems, if ingested 
by animals, the lead in these products becomes more biologi-
cally available and can result in lethal exposures. The effects 
of ingesting such tackle were established in waterbirds in the 
1970s and 1980s, following lead poisoning events in localized 
populations of loons and swans. Although population-level ef-
fects have not been unequivocally demonstrated and lost tackle 
represents a relatively small fraction of the total amount of lead 
found in the environment (surface runoff, atmospheric deposi-
tion, and mining activities are more significant sources), given 
the likelihood of ingestion and the magnitude of organism-level 
effects of exposure following ingestion, it would seem prudent 
to assess, understand, and limit the negative effects of lead in 
sportfishing tackle on fish and other aquatic organisms. 

This issue was reviewed by members of the AFS Resource 
Policy Committee (RPC), under the principal leadership of Paul 
Radomski, Tom Bigford, and Jesse Trushenski. In cooperation 
with a special committee established by then AFS President 
Wayne Hubert, Radomski and the other members of the RPC 
prepared a draft policy statement. Following review by the AFS 
RPC, governing board, and membership at large, the Society ad-
opted the policy, calling for stakeholders to address the potential 
effects of lead in sportfishing tackle on fish populations.  

Accordingly, the policy of the AFS, in regard to lead in 
sport fishing tackle, is to

1. Recognize that lead has been known for centuries to 
be toxic to biological organisms. Thus, the loss and 
subsequent ingestion of lead sinkers and jigheads by 
aquatic animals and the potential ramifications of lead 
ingestion is a natural resource management issue.

2. Understand that the impact of ingested lead on individ-
uals of certain waterfowl species is generally accepted, 
but population-level impacts on fish and wildlife spe-
cies are not well documented. Although conclusive 
scientific proof of these effects is not currently avail-
able, actions to inform, educate, and encourage sport-
fishing tackle manufacturers, users, and researchers to 
reduce future introductions of lead into aquatic ecosys-
tems appears advisable. Accordingly, collaborate with 
fish and wildlife professionals, tackle manufacturers, 
anglers, policy makers. and the public to encourage 
the use of non-lead forms of small fishing sinkers and 
jigheads that are protective of potentially affected fish 
and wildlife populations.

3. Encourage scientifically rigorous research on lead 
tackle aimed at generating toxicological and environ-
mental chemistry data including bioavailability assess-
ments; support monitoring and modeling of exposure 
and effects on at-risk populations; encourage studies 
predicting consequences of exposure and long-term 
population-level effects of different tackle material; 
and encourage studies on reducing the economic and 
social barriers to nontoxic fishing tackle development 
and use.

4. Recognize that the hunting and angling communities 
can be important advocates and forces of change re-
garding natural resources issues and support educa-
tional efforts to promote greater public awareness and 
understanding of the consequences of lead exposure in 
wildlife species and the potential gains in environmen-
tal quality from use of lead-free fishing tackle.

5. Update policy language as focused research provides 
additional data on lead tackle-related impacts. 

To read the full text of the new policy statement or any of 
the society’s current policies, please visit the American Fisher-
ies Society online at http://fisheries.org/policy_statements. 


