
Food Authority 

Histamine fish poisoning (or Scombroid poisoning) is a type of food poisoning 
caused by elevated levels of histamine amino acids in the fish. 

How do you get histamine fish poisoning? 

Naturally occurring bacteria in fish produce an enzyme which converts histidine to histamine. 
Species associated with histamine fish poisoning include tuna, sardines, mackerel, swordfish and 
marlin.  
Histamine fish poisoning occurs very quickly after eating the fish, usually within 30 minutes to a few 
hours. 

Symptoms 

Common signs of histamine fish poisoning include: 
• a peppery taste sensation
• tingling of the mouth and lips
• a skin rash
• headaches
• dizziness
• itching of the skin
In some cases nausea, vomiting and diarrhoea may also occur. Symptoms usually last four to six 
hours and rarely exceed one day. 
It is easily treated with an antihistamine. 

How to control histamine in fish 

Low levels of histamine may be present in the fish when you buy it. Unlike bacteria or viruses, 
histamine is not destroyed by cooking. The best way to control histamine is to ensure fish are stored 
and handled below 5°C. 
Consumers and vendors should purchase fish from reputable suppliers who store the seafood on ice 
or under refrigeration so it is <5°C. 
Refrigerate or freeze fish as soon as possible and keep refrigerated. When thawing frozen fish ensure 
that this is done in the refrigerator and not at ambient temperature. 
When displaying fish for sale, have ice on the product and set refrigeration units at less than 5°C. 
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More information  

• Visit foodauthority.nsw.gov.au 
• Refer to Guideline for seafood retailers at 

foodauthority.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/_Documents/retail/guideline_seafood_retailers.pdf 
(PDF, 277KB) 

• Email the Food Authority helpline at food.contact@dpi.nsw.gov.au 
• Phone the Food Authority helpline on 1300 552 406 

© State of New South Wales through Regional NSW 2024. The information contained in this publication is based on knowledge and 
understanding at the time of writing February 2024. However, because of advances in knowledge, users are reminded of the need to ensure 
that the information upon which they rely is up to date and to check the currency of the information with the appropriate officer of the 
Regional NSW or the user’s independent adviser. 
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