What should I do if
there is a mercury spill?
In the event of a mercury spill, ventilate the
area and make sure children and pets are away
from the spill. DO NOT vacuum or sweep up
the mercury because that will only increase
the area of your
home contaminated with mercury. DO NOT
pour mercury
down the drain.
•

•
•
•
•

First gather
two stiff
pieces of paper or cardboard, an eyedropper, gloves, plastic bag, duct tape or packing tape, flashlight and a wide mouth container. Use gloves and do not, under any
circumstances, touch the mercury.
Use the flashlight to locate the mercury
(the mercury beads will reflect the light,
making them easier to find.)
Push the beads of mercury together with
the cardboard and use the eyedropper to
suction up the beads of mercury.
Use the tape to gather up any remaining
beads of mercury.
Once all the beads of mercury have been
collected, seal them in the container and
call your local government for proper disposal of mercury.

For more information on
mercury…
Visit the N.C. Division of Pollution Prevention and Environmental Assistance mercury
Web site http://www.p2pays.org/mercury.
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What are the health
impacts of mercury?

What is mercury?
Mercury, also known as quicksilver, is a
heavy, silver, metallic liquid at room temperature. While it is a naturally occurring element,
human activity is causing an increase in the
amount of mercury that is released into the
environment.

Mercury exposure can lead to a variety of
health problems depending on the length of
exposure and the amount of mercury you are
exposed to. Mercury can cause a variety of
problems with the nervous system, brain,
liver, lungs and kidneys. Mercury also causes
a variety of problems for developing fetuses.

How does mercury
impact the environment?
Mercury moves through the environment in
vapor form and in particle form. It is most
commonly found in bodies of water because of
increases in the levels of mercury in the air
and because of runoff. Once in water, mercury
often
mixes
with bacteria to
create a
highly
toxic
form —
methylmercury.
Mercury
collects
in the
tissue of
fish and can therefore be ingested by humans.
Mercury is toxic both to humans and wildlife.
As a result, many states, including North Carolina, have issued fish consumption advisories.
For more information on fish consumption advisories in North Carolina, see http://www.
p2pays.org/mercury/fish.htm.

Symptoms of short-term exposure to high levels of mercury include: shortness of breath,
muscle aches, fever and sore gums.

What are some household
sources of mercury?
While the majority of mercury in the environment
comes from combustors and incinerators, people can
be exposed to mercury through a variety of household sources, such as:
• thermometers
• thermostats
• fluorescent lights
• button batteries
• alkaline & carbon batteries before 1991
• latex paints prior to 1991
• some light switches
• pilot light sensors
• some shoes that ‘light up’
• some contact lens solutions
• some nasal sprays
• neon lamps
• high intensity discharge (HID) lamps
• dental amalgam used in some dental fillings
• some pesticides before 1994

Symptoms of long-term exposure to high levels of mercury include: trembling hands,
numbness or tingling in the lips, hands and
feet. Prolonged exposure may result in difficulty walking, vision and hearing impairments, and in some cases coma and death.

What can I do?
•
•

Do not buy products that contain
mercury – many mercury-free
alternatives exist
Do not discard any mercurycontaining items in the trash; instead,
contact your local government agency
to properly dispose of mercury

