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Mercury: An Introduction
 
Safe mercury disposal is a crucial component of any municipal and commercial materials management plan. But why does this one material require such strict handling? After all, mercury (also known as quicksilver) has been used throughout history in medical, cosmetic, and technological applications. The short answer is that it is highly toxic. The long answer requires some more background.
Mercury is the only known metal that is in its liquid state at room temperature. It is also a fairly good conductor of electricity, even in its gaseous state. In recent history it has been used mostly in scientific and industrial applications. For example, liquid mercury can be used in electric switches to close a circuit between terminals, or in weather instruments to accurately measure temperature or barometric pressure. Gaseous mercury is used in fluorescent lamps. Mercury is used in button batteries to inhibit corrosion.
When safely enclosed in a non-reactive material such as glass, mercury poses little risk. The problems arise when mercury escapes into the environment. A broken fluorescent bulb releases mercury vapor. Thermostats, mercury-containing devices and liquid elemental mercury, if improperly disposed of, release mercury into the air or groundwater, leading to more critical issues.
Mercury, either inhaled or absorbed by living things, can cause significant damage to the nervous system, immune system, kidneys, liver, and developing offspring. Mercury in freshwater and seawater can undergo natural processes that turn it into methylmercury, which is more highly toxic and much more easily absorbed by animals than elemental mercury. Methylmercury can quickly make its way into the food chain, becoming more concentrated as it moves from plankton through small fish, then to larger fish, and finally to humans and other predators who consume the fish. 
Our civic and legal duty is to keep mercury out of the environment and the food chain through safe disposal. The Commonwealth of Massachusetts requires the safe disposal of mercury and the reduction of mercury use through the Mercury Management Act, signed into law in 2006 and most recently amended in 2014.
Municipal run and business-operated Universal Waste Sheds, along with special household hazardous waste collections, are proven strategies used by the waste management industry to keep mercury out of the trash. These programs are often located at DPW sites, multi-family housing complexes, and schools. Municipalities and facility operators should ensure that mercury disposal options are clearly communicated to both residents and businesses.
﻿Whether you are a municipal recycling coordinator, facilities manager, or hazardous waste contractor, it’s important to identify and safely manage commonly overlooked mercury-containing products that are often improperly disposed of through regular waste streams:
· Compact fluorescent bulbs and tube lighting

· Older thermostats

· Old button cell batteries used in hearing aids, watches, and small devices

· Antique thermometers, barometers, some mirrors and pendulum clocks

· Medical equipment such as blood pressure cuffs and fever thermometers

· Some skin lightening creams and soaps

· Electronics with liquid-crystal display screens

· Switches in automobiles made before 2003

 
Proper diversion of mercury-containing products helps municipalities and businesses maintain compliance and protect environmental and public health.
 
You can find more information by following these links:
MassDEP Mercury Information
CET and ReWorld's Tips for Identifying and Handling Mercury at Home
The Recycling & Sustainable Materials Management Handbook (Free for MassRecycle members)
 
Stay tuned for more detailed information on the safe handling and disposal of mercury in upcoming MassRecycle newsletters!
