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Outline 

 Why do we care about mercury? What’s 
the problem? Why is it a global problem? 

 Negotiations progress so far (session 2 of 
5 in two weeks) 

 Major issues for second negotiating 
session and beyond 



Mercury (Hg): A Global Pollutant 

Major anthropogenic source is 
stationary combustion (coal) 

Atmospheric transport and deposition leads 
to high fish methylmercury (uncertainties 
about atmospheric chemistry, processes) 

Particular concern 
in the Arctic 
environment due 
to contamination 
of traditional foods 

Global treaty negotiations began June 2010 
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Ongoing U.S. 
efforts to 
regulate power 
sector emissions 



Global Mercury Cycle: Human Influences and Impacts 

[Selin, Ann. Rev. Env. Res., 2009] 

Natural Hg Cycle 

Human 
activities and 
policy 
interactions 

Historic 
emissions 
influence 
flows 

Technical, 
policy and 
ecosystem 
uncertainty 

Impacts on 
humans 
(MeHg in 
fish) and 
environment 



Why should the US care about global mercury? 

[Selin & Jacob, Atmos. Env. 2008] 

Up to 60% of deposition 
in Midwest/Northeast 
U.S. is from domestic 
sources 

Southeast has highest wet 
deposition in the U.S., but 
mostly from non-US 
sources: this is due to 
rainout of mercury from 
higher altitudes in 
summertime 

Policy implications: 
Reducing deposition in 
both Midwest and 
Southeast will require 
policy actions on multiple 
political scales (national 
and global) 



From Deposition to Fish Methylmercury 

[Engstrom, 2007] 



Major Categories of Hg use 
  Chlor-alkali production 
  Dental amalgams 
  Thermometers 
  Other measuring and control equipment 
  Energy-efficient lamps 
  Electrical switches, contacts, relays 
  Laboratory/education 
  Vinyl chloride monomer production  
  Artisanal and small-scale gold mining 
  Batteries 
  Cosmetics and skin lightening creams 
  Cultural uses and traditional medicine 
  Paints and pesticides/agrcultural chemicals 

Source: UNEP, 2006.  
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Global Mercury Emissions Map 



Mercury Trade 

Current Hg mining in: China, Kyrgyzstan 
Source: UNEP 



Artisanal & Small-scale Gold Mining 

Involves >20 million people in 
70+ countries 

12% of world’s gold production 

Development issues including 
poverty, gender, biodiversity 

Countries include Peru, 
Colombia,  Mozambique, 
Indonesia, Zimbabwe… 



Negotations progress 
  2002: United Nations Environment Programme Global Mercury 

Assessment 
  “sufficient evidence to warrant international action” 

  2002-2009: Global Mercury Programme 
  Several countries were against a global treaty (e.g. USA, China) 

  2009: Mandate to begin treaty negotiations 
  US changes its position 

  2010: First negotiating session (Stockholm) 
  2011 (January): Second negotiating session (Japan) 
  2011 (October): Third negotiating session (somewhere in Africa) 
  2012 (June): Fourth negotiating session (Uruguay) 
  Early 2013: Fifth negotiating session (Switzerland or Brazil) 
  Mid-2013: Diplomatic conference and signature (Japan) 

  Then, ratification….and implementation… 



Major Global Mercury Issues for the Hg Treaty 

  Measures to reduce emissions to air, water, land: 
  Mostly from coal-fired power plants 
  50% of emissions in Asia (mostly China) 
  Largest 3 contributors: China, India, United States 
  Targets and timetables? 

  Measures to reduce mercury supply: 
  Continuing mining 

  Measures to reduce intentional use: 
  Bans or restrictions on mercury in products 



Issues common to environmental negotiations 

  Technical and Financial Assistance 
  How will developing countries pay for implementation? 
  Will there be technology transfer? A specific fund? 

  Compliance and enforcement 
  How to get countries to meet their obligations 

  Relationship with other agreements, including trade 
  Trade restrictions: will they conflict with WTO? 
  Mercury in waste: synergies or conflicts with the Basel Convention 



Follow along with the negotiations! 

Earth Negotiations Bulletin 
http://www.iisd.ca 


