Introduction:

Mercury:  Hg, liquid silver, hydragyrum, quicksilver

Mercury is a naturally occurring element.  It is found in the Earth’s crust in an average concentration of about 0.5 parts per million.  It can be found in plants and trees, soil, mineral products, and natural waters.  Because of its unique properties, mercury has been and is used in a variety of industrial and manufacturing processes and consumer products, such as light bulbs, thermometers, mirrors, soap, electric switches, batteries and paints.  Even the health and medical profession utilizes mercury in such things as amalgam dental fillings, contact lense solution, and pharmaceuticals.
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Mercury is however, also poisonous and toxic to the human body.  It is readily absorbable by the respiratory tract, skin and intestinal tract.  Spilled and heated mercury is particularly hazardous since mercury can disperse to the air at room temperature.  Exposure to minute amounts may not result in any immediate affect, but continued exposure over time can result in a variety of ailments including those affecting the mental, dental, kidney, muscle and nervous systems.  The mad hatter of Alice in Wonderland fame suffered the affects of mercury poisoning, a common ailment of early hatters who would cure hat brims with a mercuric solution.

Because of its nature, mercury can also concentrate in plants, fish, animals, and humans.  Release of mercury into the air or water by manufacturers or use/disposal of consumer products eventually finds its way to and builds up in the food chain.
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While much of the mercury accumulation problem in Maine is related to atmospheric deposition, all inputs of mercury to the environment, for which we have some alternative for control, are worthy of our review and action.

Mercury Pollution Prevention Planning
Mercury P-Miser – a six step program for a cleaner environment
Purchasing

[image: image3.wmf]Establish procedures and practices designed to identify actual or potential mercury inputs to you facility.  Such procedures and practices may include:

A) Survey of current or future vendors regarding the use of mercury or mercury containing compounds for supplied products/material

B) Survey/request analytical data from vendors for supplied bulk materials (to assist in facility profile calculations)

C) Establish facility guidelines/ procedures regarding the purchase of mercury containing products or materials.

D) Establish minimum acceptable mercury concentrations for raw materials.

Management

[image: image4.wmf][image: image5.wmf]Ensure management supported business practices and procedures are established, implemented, and communicated which minimize, reduce, or eliminate actual or potential mercury emissions.  (As practicable)  The establishment of such practices and procedures includes an alternative analysis as well as an evaluation of costs and both social and environmental benefits.

Inventory

[image: image6.wmf]Conduct an inventory of facility equipment, processes and materials to determine mercury profile.  Include active and storage areas.

Substitute

Review and evaluate alternatives for mercury containing products.  Substitute where possible.


Education

Educate employees regarding mercury issues.  Consider including sub topic areas such as Environmental/Health concerns, facility practices, and work and home prevention/minimization practices.  Consider livening up the conversation by focusing a portion on areas of common interest to the nature/sport enthusiast about mercury in fish and wildlife for example.

Recycling

Recycle or ensure proper disposal of spent, surplus, or out of service mercury or mercury containing products/materials.
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Examples:

· Fluorescent light bulbs

· Batteries

· Electrical switches

· Laboratory reagents

Have some mercury spill kits on hand or strategically placed to properly and safely handle spilled mercury-containing material.


Chemicals/Materials with Varying Amounts of Mercury

Sulfuric Acid – Sulfuric acid is typically produced as a byproduct of certain industrial processes.  Acid produced as a by-product of petroleum refining or nickel smelting have been found to have the lowest mercury content.

Caustic – Caustic can be produced by diaphragm or mercury cell technology.  Since mercury cell technology utilizes mercury in the manufacturing process there is an opportunity for inadvertent contamination.  Accordingly, customers can specify and vendors may certify desired or maximum acceptable mercury specifications.  Also, caustic produced by diaphragm method can have varying mercury concentrations depending on the type or grade produced.  Rayon grade caustic for example, tends to have a higher mercury residual, which is produced with low chlorides for special uses.
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Products Potentially Containing 

Mercury & Available Alternatives
Product

Alternative

Thermometers

Alcohol based 



thermometers

Thermostats

Electric or alcohol



based thermostats

Barometers

Electric or alcohol



based barometers
Swimming pool
Electric or alcohol  

  alarms

based alarms
Electrical switches
Non mercury 



containing switches
Dental amalgams
Non mercury 



containing amalgams
Bug Zappers

Citronella, mercury 



free fluorescent/ 



sappers
Fluorescent bulbs/lamps
Mercury free bulbs
  neon bulbs/lamps

Homeopathic

Non mercury 

  medication

containing medication
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Antibacterial soap
Non mercury



containing soap

Nasal Spray

Non mercury 



containing spray

Eye cosmetics

Non mercury 




containing cosmetics
Contact lens solution
Non mercury



containing solution

Commercial popcorn
Non mercury

  poppers

containing poppers

Laptop computer
Non mercury

  shutoff screen switches
containing switches
Mercury Industrial Pollution Prevention Primer

A guide for mercury pollution source reduction and minimization.
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