
Mercury---not the planet, but those shiny silvery blobs

Mercury is a heavy metal that is a silvery liquid at room temperature, but it becomes an odorless and invisible
vapor when exposed to air.

How mercury affects the health of some residents of Ashland County

The human nervous system is sensitive to all forms of mercury. Methylmercury and elemental/metallic mercury
vapors are more harmful than other forms of mercury because they reach the brain. Short-term exposure to high
levels of metallic mercury vapors may cause  nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, increases in blood pressure or heart
rate, skin rashes, eye irritation, tremors; emotional changes (e.g., mood swings, irritability, nervousness,
excessive shyness); insomnia; neuromuscular changes (such as weakness, muscle atrophy, twitching);
headaches; disturbances in sensations; and changes in nerve responses.  Prolonged exposure to high levels of
metallic, inorganic, or organic mercury can permanently damage a personÕs brain, kidneys, and respiratory
system.  Very young children are more sensitive than adults to mercury.  Mercury in a motherÕs body passes to
the fetus and may accumulate there.  Mercuric chloride and methylmercury may possibly cause cancer.

People are mainly exposed to methylmercury when they eat fish and shellfish that contain it.  People are mainly
exposed to elemental/metallic mercury when it is spilled or when products that contain it break and expose
mercury to the air, particularly in warm or poorly-ventilated indoor spaces.

Mercury used in medicine

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) maintains a list of list of medicines that contain mercury at the
following webpage:

http://www.fda.gov/cder/fdama/mercury300.htm

Persons who are concerned about their exposure to mercury should consult their physician.  Doctors may be
able to identify exposure and health risks by measuring the amounts of mercury in blood, urine, breast milk,
finger and toenails, and hair. Over time, the body can rid itself of some mercury. Methylmercury is removed
from the body naturally, but it may take months to a year for the levels to drop significantly. A physician may
prescribe a mercury detoxification procedure called chelation therapy.  It involves the use of chelating agents
to remove heavy metals from the body. For the most common forms of mercury intoxication, the standard
method of care in the United States dictates the use of dimercaptosuccinic acid (DMSA).  This is used in
addition to other chelating agents such as dimercapto-propane sulfonate (DMPS) and alpha lipoic acid (ALA).

Mercury is released from various sources

The United States Environmental Protection Agency estimates that 263 tons of mercury are released into U.S.
air each year, as a by-product of coal-burning utilities, boilers, incinerators, breathing in mercury vapor that is

in the air from the result of the removal of dental fillings or application of medical
treatments; practicing culturally based or religious rituals that include mercury;
and the breakage of old thermostats, mercury thermometers, some electrical
switches, hazardous waste lamps such as fluorescent, metal halide, neon, high-
intensity discharge, high-pressure sodium, mercury-vapor, and incandescent.
Mercury is also released into the environment as a result of erosion, forest fires,
restricted and unrestricted open burning and volcanic action.  It is also naturally
released into the environment from mining mercury sulfide ore (which is called
cinnabar) in several countries, primarily Spain, Algeria, Kyrgyzstan and China.



Disposal of fluorescent lamps and ballasts

Fluorescent lamps may contain up to 40 milligrams (mg) of elemental
mercury, depending on the brand and manufacturer date. These lamps
may also contain cadmium and lead.

Because of its unique properties, mercury from broken or crushed lamps
can become airborne at room temperature and can seep into cracks and
porous materials such as cloth, carpet or wood, slowly emitting vapors
over a long period.

If you need to dispose of either one of these products, please contact a mercury recycler listed on the following
webpage:

http://www.epa.state.oh.us/dhwm/pdf/comp.lamp.ballast.list.pdf

Disposal of old mercury thermometers, mercury-containing electrical switches and thermostats

If you need to dispose of any of these products, please contact a mercury recycler listed on the following
webpage:

http://www.epa.state.oh.us/opp/recyc/mercrec.html

Ohio Mercury Law

To protect public health and the environment, a new Ohio law establishes bans on the purchase of mercury by
schools.  It also bans the sale of thermostats, thermometers and novelty items that contain mercury.

Ohio House Bill 443 became law on January 4, 2007. Although there is a sales ban, there are no requirements
for reporting or removal of existing mercury, mercury compounds or any measuring devices. The Ohio
Environmental Protection Agency recommends voluntarily removing mercury-containing items as soon as
possible through free services like the Bowling Green State University elemental/metallic mercury collection
program at the following webpage:

http://www.bgsu.edu/offices/envhs/page18364.html

or through other recycling services such as those found at the following webpage:

http://www.epa.state.oh.us/ocapp/p2/mercury_pbt/mercury/collect.html

Effective April 6, 2007, no school district, educational service center, public school, private school, or
community school through the 12th grade may purchase mercury, mercury compounds, or measuring devices
that contain mercury for classroom use.

Effective October 6, 2007, a manufacturer of thermometers cannot (1) sell; or (2) distribute for promotional
purposes mercury-containing thermometers in Ohio (if the manufacturer is outside of the United States, the
distributor may not sell the thermometers in Ohio). There are some exceptions to the ban that allow the sale and
distribution of mercury-containing thermometers under the following circumstances:

A) When use of a mercury-containing thermometer is required in order to comply with federal law;



B) When it is demonstrated to be the only temperature measuring device feasible for a research, quality
control, or manufacturing application.

C) When a button cell battery is the only component of the thermometer containing
mercury; or

D) When it is required in a valid medical prescription.

Manufacturers or distributors who fall into ANY of the exception categories must:

1) Clearly label the packaging of the thermometer, indicating that it contains mercury; and
2) Provide clear instructions with the thermometer on how to:

(a) handle it to avoid breakage;
(b) clean up a mercury spill from the thermometer; and
(c) manage and dispose of the thermometer at the end of its life.

The ban on mercury novelty items under Ohio Revised Code Section 3734.64, effective October 6, 2007,
prohibits the sale or distribution of novelty items in Ohio, such as games, figurines, toys, cards, ornaments, yard
statues, candles, jewelry, decorations, footwear and other apparel. This excludes items that only contain the
mercury found in a button-cell battery. Novelty items with button cell batteries are added to the ban on January
1, 2011. Mercury-added novelty items whose only source of mercury is a fluorescent lamp, such as a hand-held
game console, are excluded from the ban.

The ban on the sale of mercury-containing thermostats under Ohio Revised Code Section 3734.65 becomes
effective on April 6, 2008.  Mercury-containing thermostats cannot be sold, installed, or reinstalled in Ohio
unless the mercury-containing thermostat is installed in the residence of a visually-impaired person, or the
thermostat is used to sense and control temperatures as a part of a manufacturing process.

The Ohio Environmental Protection Agency (OEPA) is responsible for enforcing the mercury ban

The law authorizes the OEPA to assess penalties for non-compliance, specifically:

A) Penalties on schools that fail to comply can be up to $100 for each violation;
B) Penalties for violating the thermometer, novelty item, or thermostat bans can be up to $5,000 for each

day of violation, with a total penalty not exceeding $25,000.

If a school violates the law, the OEPA can choose not to pursue penalties if the school:

1) Properly recycles or disposes of the mercury, mercury compounds or mercury measuring device; and
2) Develops and implements a mercury reduction plan.

For more information about the mercury product bans, contact the Ohio Environmental Protection AgencyÕs
Office of Compliance Assistance and Pollution Prevention at 1-800-329-7518.

If you have a mercury spill, do not feel timid to call the Ohio EPA hotline at 1-800-282-
9378 for more information.


