
A CALL TO ACTION
  DEATHS DUE TO MERCURY POISONING  CHARACTERISTICS RELEVANT TO HUMAN EXPOSURE

SOURCES OF EXPOSURE TO MERCURY HEALTH IMPACTS

Tremors
Insomnia
Headache
Memory loss
Deficits in motor and cognitive function tests
Muscle disorders (weakness, muscle atrophy,
spasms)
Nerve involvement in different parts of the body

NEUROLOGICAL
IMPACTS

BEHAVIORAL
IMPACTS

Emotional instability (mood swings, irritability,
nervousness, excessive shyness).

RESPIRATORY
IMPACTS

DIGESTIVE
IMPACTS

Cough
Respiratory difficulty
Pulmonary involvement

Vomiting, sometimes with blood
Abdominal pain

KIDNEY
IMPACTS

Acute and chronic kidney failure

The Global Burden of Mercury Pollution

Mercury (Hg), a silvery, liquid and toxic metal [1], is one of the
"ten chemicals of public health concern" according to the World
Health Organization (WHO) [2]. Mercury is dangerous to
anyone exposed, but it is especially harmful to developing
fetuses [3,4] and to people who are regularly exposed to high
levels of mercury [5]. The repercussions go beyond health,
extending to the economic, social and political spheres.

Mercury has three main chemical forms [1,5,9,10]:
Elemental: Liquid at room temperature; mostly used in
ASGM [11, 12].
Inorganic: Formed when mercury combines with other
elements. It is used in industrial processes and in the
manufacture of other chemical products. 
Organic: Methylmercury, the most common and harmful
form [13]. It bioaccumulates in aquatic food chains such as
fish and is ingested by humans [14, 15]. 

Mercury is transboundary and persistent: once released into the
environment, mercury migrates rapidly and can travel long distances
through the air and rivers, eventually depositing in soil, water or
plants, contaminating crops, food chains and ecosystems [16].
Mercury persists in the environment and cannot be destroyed. 

Globally, anthropogenic sources of mercury emissions into the
atmosphere are, in descending order: 

6. The oil and gas
sector [8]

1. Artisanal and small-scale
gold mining (ASGM)

2. Coal combustion 

3. Metal production

4. Cement
production

5. Waste containing
mercury



SOLUTIONS TO MERCURY POLLUTION

Support the Transition of Miners to Mercury-Free
Techniques

Promotion by governments (policy and regulatory recommendations).
Awareness and community education among miners and their families.
Training on mercury-free mining techniques (technical capacity for
transition).
Testing of new technologies.
Market-based activities that: 1) increase demand for mercury-free gold;
2) offer other incentives to produce or purchase mercury-free gold; 3)
ensure a low-friction market for mercury-free gold transactions. 
Other activities that guarantee responsible miners an economically
advantageous future (including actors in the jewelry industry, the main
user of gold).

Manage Sites Contaminated with Mercury

Toxic Site Identification Program (TSIP). This includes
environmental assessments, health risk assessments and
database management of contaminated sites.
Tailings management (cleanup and disposal).
Reforestation, biochar fixation and phytoremediation
methods.
Responsible mercury waste management strategies,
including disposal.
Community awareness and education as well as risk
communication activities.

IMPACTS OF MERCURY POISONING

Mercury is dangerous to anyone exposed, but it is
especially harmful to developing fetuses [3, 4] and
to people who are regularly exposed to high levels
[5]. 

The repercussions go beyond health. A recent
study of mercury levels in people in 15 low- and
middle-income countries published in the Journal
of Environmental Management estimated
economic losses attributable to decreased
productivity at $77.4 million [6].

A 2021 study on an artisanal and small-scale gold
mining (ASGM) area in Brazil estimated that due to
mercury-related DALYs, economic losses
amounted to between USD $100,000 and USD
$400,000 per kilogram [7].

Global Distribution of Annual Mean Hg
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