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Scombroid Fish Poisoning and Histamine Food Poisoning
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Scombroid fish poisoning (SFP) is a form of histamine food poisoning caused by the ingestion of improperly stored

fish. The term “scombroid” derives from the family name of the fish family first implicated, such as tuna and macker-

el. On the other hand, non-scombroid fish species, such as sardine and herring, can also cause histamine poison-

ing. The histamine is converted from histidine by a bacterial enzyme in the causative fish. Because the symptoms of

SFP can easily be confused with food allergies, it is believed to have been significantly under-reported. In 2016, an

outbreak of SFP occurred among primary school students who had eaten yellowtail steak in Korea. The most com-

mon findings consisted of a rapid onset of flushing of the face and trunk, erythematous and urticarial rash, diarrhea,

and headache occurring soon after consuming the spoiled fish. Usually, the course is self-limiting and antihista-

mines can be used successfully to relieve symptoms, but several life-threatening SFP cases have been reported.

Clinical toxicologists should be familiar with SFP and have competency to make a differential diagnosis between

fish allergy and histamine poisoning. SFP is a histamine-induced reaction caused by the ingestion of histamine-con-

taminated fish, whereas a fish allergy is an IgE-mediated reaction. This review discusses the epidemiology, patho-

physiology, diagnosis, treatment, and preventive measures of SFP.
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Table 1. Published case reports of severe scombroid poisoning required critical care

Author/year Agel Fish type Critical problem Critical treatment
gender
Grinda 20042 36/F Tuna Hypotension Epinephrine, dobutamine,
ventilator, biventricular
assisted device
lannuzzi 2007 18/M Tuna Hypotension, slurred speech, Fluid hydration
blurred vision, loss of
muscular strength, wheezing
16/M Tuna Hypotension, mental change, Epinephrine
loss of muscular strength,
wheezing, tachypnea
Borade 2007 80/F Mackerel Collapse, hypotension Fluid hydration
D’aloia2011® 16/F Tuna Hypotension, pulmonary edema Norepinephrine, epinephrine
Coppola 20122 56/M Tuna Hypotension Dopamine
Tortorella 2014 32/F Bluefin tuna Hypotension Fluid hydration
35/M Bluefin tuna Hypotension, VF arrest Dopamine, defibrillation,
ventilator
Cucunato 2015® 28/F Tuna NSTEMI (coronary vasospasm) CCU admission
Anastaasius 2015 30M Mackerel ST elevationin avR, Glyceryl trinitrate

increase troponin
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Table 2. Comparison between scombroid fish poisoning and fish allergy

Scombroid poisoning Fish alergy
Onset Less than 30 minutes Within afew minutes
Outbreak Possible Just one patient
Persistence Occasiona Lifelong
Mediator Histamine IgE mediated reaction
Tryptase Normal Increase
Therapy Antihistamine+supportive Same
Prevention Proper management of fish Avoidance of allergenic fish
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