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Until the early 1990s, our ability to understand the fate of persistent contaminants in aquatic 

food webs was constrained by an inability to quantify the relative trophic position of 

organisms.  With the development and application of stable isotopes to aquatic ecology and 

ecotoxicology, it became possible to link concentrations of contaminants in biota to their 

position in the food web; through predictive relationships between contaminants and stable 

nitrogen isotope ratios we can quantify the trophic magnification of mercury, PCBs, DDT and 

other persistent compounds from primary through tertiary consumers and to contrast this 

process across systems.  Hundreds of studies have been done worldwide to understand the 

degree to which contaminants are biomagnified, and the influence that ecosystem 

characteristics such as latitude, trophic status, and size have on the trophic transfer of metals 

and organic contaminants.  This talk describes our latest understanding of how ecosystem 

and chemical characteristics affect the fate of contaminants in freshwater and marine 

systems, and gaps that warrant addressing, especially in the context of global treaties like the 

Minamata Convention. 
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Karen Kidd is the Jarislowsky Chair in Environment and Health and a Professor at McMaster 

University.  She moved to Hamilton in 2017 after 13 years at the University of New Brunswick 

as a Canada Research Chair in Chemical Contamination of Food Webs.  Before this she was 

a research scientist at the Freshwater Institute in Winnipeg with Fisheries and Oceans 

Canada.  She received her B.Sc. in Environmental Toxicology from the University of Guelph 

and a Ph.D. in Environmental Biology and Ecology from the University of Alberta.   

 

Karen is an ecotoxicologist and her research program is on understanding the effects of 

human activities on aquatic food webs and on the fate of persistent contaminants in 

freshwaters. She has led or been involved in several whole ecosystem experiments to 

understand the effects of synthetic estrogen, aquaculture and pesticides on lakes and 

wetlands.  In addition, she studies the accumulation of mercury, pesticides and industrial 

chemicals through stream and lake food webs in temperate through arctic regions, and 

examines how industrial, aquacultural, and agricultural runoff and forest condition affects the 

health of fish and invertebrates and the structure of aquatic food webs. She has been doing 

research on mercury in aquatic food webs for about 20 years.  




