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UNEP AND THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR IN THE NEWS 

New York Times (USA): Mercury-Emissions Treaty Is Adopted After Years of 

Negotiations 

19 January 2013 

GENEVA (AP) — More than 140 nations adopted the first legally binding international treaty on 

Saturday aimed at reducing mercury emissions, after four years of negotiations on ways to set 

limits on the use of a highly toxic metal. 

 

The treaty was adopted after all-night negotiations that followed a week of talks in Geneva, 

United Nations environmental officials and diplomats said. A signing ceremony will be held later 

this year in Japan, and then 50 nations must ratify the agreement before it comes into force, 

which officials said they expected to happen within three or four years. 

 

“To agree on global targets is not easy to do,” Achim Steiner, the executive director of the 

United Nations Environment Program, said at a news conference. “There was no delegation 

here that wished to leave Geneva without drafting a treaty.” 

 



The treaty will for the first time set enforceable limits on emissions of mercury, which is widely 

used in chemical production and small-scale mining, and exclude, phase out or restrict some 

products that contain mercury. 

 

“We have closed a chapter on a journey that has taken four years of often intense but ultimately 

successful negotiations and opened a new chapter towards a sustainable future,” said Fernando 

Lugris, the Uruguayan diplomat who led the negotiations. 

 

But some supporters of a new mercury treaty said they were not satisfied with the agreement. 

 

Joseph DiGangi, a science adviser with the advocacy group IPEN, said that while the treaty was 

“a first step,” it was not tough enough to achieve its aim of reducing overall emissions. 

 

For example, he said, there is no requirement that each country create a national plan for ways 

it will reduce mercury emissions. 

 

But proponents of the treaty say it will set meaningful controls and reductions on a variety of 

products, processes and industries in which mercury is used, released or emitted. 

 

Those would include energy-saving light bulbs, medical equipment like thermometers, and the 

mining, cement and coal-fired power industries. 

 

Franz Perrez, Switzerland’s ambassador for the environment, said the treaty “will help us to 

protect human health and the environment all over the world.” 
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The Daily Yomiuri (Japan): Deal Struck On Treaty to Cut Mercury Emissions 

21 January 2013 

 

GENEVA (Jiji Press)--Government representatives from around the world have reached a final 

agreement on a draft international treaty aimed at curbing global mercury emissions. 

 

At a U.N. intergovernmental panel meeting in Geneva, participants from about 140 economies 

also decided Saturday to use the word "Minamata" in the name of the convention as proposed 

by the Japanese government. 

 

In Minamata, Kumamoto Prefecture, chemical plant wastewater caused mass mercury 

poisoning. The panel will meet again in the prefecture Oct. 9-11 to adopt the treaty. 
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Drawing on lessons from the poisoning, called Minamata disease, the draft treaty features 

restrictions on global mercury trade and emissions, becoming the fourth international treaty 

designed to prevent damage to the health and environmental contamination. 

 

In its preamble, the draft says the parties to the convention recognize "the substantial lessons of 

Minamata Disease, in particular the serious health and environmental effects resulting from the 

mercury pollution, and the need to ensure proper management of mercury and the prevention of 

such events in the future." 

 

The treaty also spells out rules on the appropriate management of waste and wastewater 

containing the harmful heavy metal. But Japan's request for the inclusion of the polluter-pays 

principle in the pact was rejected. 

 

The U.N. Development Program in 2009 decided to draw up an international treaty to restrict the 

use and emissions of mercury. 

 

Mercury is released into the environment during smelting, drilling for gold and power generation 

at thermal power stations. Emissions are particularly high in developing nations such as China 

and India as they depend heavily on thermal power plants and their regulations against pollution 

tend to be lax. 

 

Under the planned treaty, the production, imports and exports of products containing certain 

amounts of mercury will be banned basically in 2020. Such products include batteries, 

fluorescent bulbs, pesticides, thermometers, soap and cosmetics. 

 

In Japan, the impact of the ban is expected to be limited compared with other nations, because 

shifts to mercury-free products have substantially progressed. 

 

As smoke resulting from the combustion of coal is a key source of mercury in many countries, 

measures to reduce the release of the poison into the air, water and soil are specified in the 

draft treaty. 

 

The draft also calls for reducing in stages the use of mercury in small gold mines seen mainly in 

developing countries. 
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BBC (UK): Nations Agree On Legally Binding Mercury Rules 

21 January 2013 

 

More than 140 countries have agreed on a set of legally binding measures to curb mercury 

pollution, at UN talks. 
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Delegates in Geneva approved measures to control the use of the highly toxic metal in order to 

reduce the amount of mercury released into the environment. 

 

Mercury can produce a range of adverse human health effects, including permanent damage to 

the nervous system. 

 

The UN recently published data that showed mercury emissions were rising in a number of 

developing nations. 

 

The deal was agreed after all-night talks. 

 

"After complex and often all night sessions here in Geneva, nations have today laid the 

foundations for a global response to a pollutant whose notoriety has been recognised for well 

over a century," UN Environment Programme executive director Achim Steiner said on 

Saturday. 

 

"Everyone in the world stands to benefit... in particular the workers and families of small-scale 

gold miners, the peoples of the Arctic and this generation of mothers and babies and the 

generations to come." 

 

The rules, known as the Minamata Convention and named after the Japanese town that 

experienced one of the world's worst cases of mercury poisoning, will open for nations to sign at 

a diplomatic conference later this year. 

 

The convention will regulate a range of areas, including: 

 

    the supply of and trade in mercury; 

    the use of mercury in products and industrial processes; 

    the measures to be taken to reduce emissions from artisanal and small-scale gold mining; 

    the measures to be taken to reduce emissions from power plants and metals production 

facilities. 

 

Ahead of the five-day meeting, Unep published a report warning that developing nations were 

facing growing health and environmental risks from increased exposure to mercury. 

 

It said a growth in small-scale mining and coal burning were the main reasons for the rise in 

emissions. 

 

As a result of rapid industrialisation, South-East Asia was the largest regional emitter and 

accounted for almost half of the element's annual global emissions. 

 

Lasting effects 

 



Mercury - a heavy, silvery white metal - is a liquid at room temperature and can evaporate 

easily. Within the environment, it is found in cinnabar deposits. It is also found in natural forms 

in a range of other rocks, including limestone and coal. 

 

Mercury can be released into the environment through a number of industrial processes 

including mining, metal and cement production, and the burning of fossil fuels. 

 

Once emitted, it persists in the environment for a long time - circulating through air, water, soil 

and living organisms - and can be dispersed over vast distances. 

 

The World Health Organization (WHO) says: "Mercury is highly toxic to human health, posing a 

particular threat to the development of the (unborn) child and early in life. 

 

"The inhalation of mercury vapour can produce harmful effects on the nervous, digestive and 

immune systems, lungs and kidneys, and may be fatal. 

 

"The inorganic salts of mercury are corrosive to the skin, eyes and gastrointestinal tract, and 

may induce kidney toxicity if ingested." 

 

The Unep assessment said the concentration of mercury in the top 100m of the world's oceans 

had doubled over the past century, and estimated that 260 tonnes of the toxic metal had made 

their way from soil into rivers and lakes. 

 

Another characteristic, it added, was that mercury became more concentrated as it moved up 

the food chain, reaching its highest levels in predator fish that could be consumed by humans. 

 

Campaign group Zero Mercury Working Group co-coordinator Michael Bender called the global 

deal a "major accomplishment", but added: "Yet the instrument is hampered by weak controls 

on mercury emissions from major sources like coal-fired power plants." 

 

He said new facilities would not be required to have mercury pollution controls for five years 

after the treaty came into force, with existing facilities given a decade before they had to begin 

their control efforts. 

 

The World Coal Association (WCA), a trade body for the industry, said that burning coal account 

for about 24% of global mercury emissions and the use of "adequate technologies" could 

reduce emissions of the metal from coal-fired power stations by up to 90%. 

 

WCA chief executive Milton Catelin said: "[The Convention] will ensure that countries are able to 

address the issue of mercury emissions from their coal-fired power plants via the application of 

technologies which are most appropriate in a given national context and for a given facility and 

without having to restrict the use of coal as an energy fuel or to compromise their economic 

development goals." 
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The Washington Times (USA): Treaty on Mercury Would Not Affect Vaccines with 

Thimerosal 

 

19 January 2013 

 

A global treaty to reduce toxic mercury in the environment has been completed and will be 

presented to countries for their ratification as part of a worldwide bid to control and reduce ways 

in which mercury is used, released or emitted. 

 

Negotiations on the Minamata Convention on Mercury, named for the Japanese city that 

suffered severe mercury poisoning in the 1950s, finished in Switzerland on Saturday. 

 

"Everyone in the world stands to benefit from the decisions taken this week in Geneva — in 

particular, the workers and families of small-scale gold miners, the peoples of the Arctic, and 

this generation of mothers and babies and the generations to come," said Achim Steiner, United 

Nations undersecretary-general and executive director of the United Nations Environment 

Program, which facilitated the meeting of delegates from 140 member states. 

 

The treaty says that certain mercury-added products, such as batteries, lamps, switches, skin-

lightening cosmetics, pesticides and thermometers, may not be manufactured, imported or 

exported any later than 2020. 

Mercury-added dental amalgams are also to be phased out. 

 

However, certain mercury-added products are to be exempted from the ban, including those 

used for military and civil protection, products with no mercury-free alternative, products used in 

religious or traditional practices, and vaccines containing thimerosal, an ethylmercury 

preservative. 

 

The omission of thimerosal-containing vaccines from the ban disappointed advocates who 

believe the preservative plays a role in sickening some children. 

 

"Children's health took a backseat to special interests. The only major purposeful exposure to 

mercury that didn't get addressed was thimerosal," said Eric Uram, executive director at 

SafeMinds, which seeks to eradicate autism and other health disorders they say are caused by 

mercury and man-made toxicants. 

 

However, the use of thimerosal vaccines was supported by specialists who advise the World 

Health Organization, and groups like the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP). 
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Fifteen years of research "has failed to yield any evidence of significant harm" — including 

disorders such as autism — from using thimerosal in vaccines, Dr. Walter A. Orenstein, 

associate director of the Emory Vaccine Center at Emory University in Georgia, wrote Dec. 17 in 

the AAP journal Pediatrics. 

 

Millions of children in the developing world depend on multidose vaccines that can be stored 

without refrigeration; thimerosal prevents bacteria or pathogens from growing in these vaccines, 

added researchers Katherine King and colleagues in Pediatrics. 

 

"Banning thimerosal would amount to banning such multidose vaccines" that currently protect 

children from tetanus, diphtheria, whooping cough and hepatitis B, they wrote. 

 

The United States uses thimerosal-free vaccines, except in some flu shots, according to the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

 

Mercury is highly toxic to humans and animals when inhaled or ingested, and is particularly 

harmful to developing brains and nervous systems in children and fetuses. 

 

Global mercury pollution, which will be curtailed under the new treaty, occurs through emissions 

from mining, power plants, smelters and cement production. Mercury has entered the global 

food chain, especially via fish and shellfish; shark, swordfish, tilefish and king mackerel should 

not be eaten because of their high mercury concentrations, the Food and Drug Administration 

advises. 

 

The signing of the global mercury ban will occur in October in Minamata, where thousands of 

Japanese citizens suffered death and injury from eating methylmercury-contaminated seafood 

from their local waters. It was later discovered that a local chemical factory had released its 

industrial wastewater into the surrounding waterways. 
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Voice of America (USA): More Than 140 Nations Approve Global Treaty To Cut 

Mercury 

 

19 January 2013 

After a week of intense negotiations, more than 140 countries have adopted the first global, 

legally binding treaty to prevent the release of mercury. Negotiators believe the new treaty will 

succeed in lessening the threat to human and environmental health.   

 

After all-night talks, negotiators toasted each other with champagne early Saturday to celebrate 

their achievement. The treaty, which has been under negotiation for four years, provides 
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controls and reductions across a range of products and processes where mercury is used, 

released and emitted. 

 

The treaty, known as the Minamata Convention on Mercury, is named after a city in Japan 

where serious health damage occurred as a result of mercury pollution in the mid-20th century.   

 

Mercury is a toxic element that occurs in nature. Slightly more than 2,000 tons of mercury are 

emitted into the air annually as a result of human activity, increasing the threat to human health 

and the environment. 

 

Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Program Achim Steiner said that mercury 

is used widely in many sectors. It is found in the medical and pharmaceutical industries, in 

batteries and lighting, and in everyday products, such as skin creams and soap. 

 

"It took us a long time to both establish and understand that in expanding this use by human 

beings, we were creating a terrible legacy because mercury accumulates," said Steiner. "It 

accumulates in the food chain through fish, for instance. It accumulates in our bodies. It is 

released through… the burning of coal-power stations and travels sometimes thousands of 

kilometers. It affects the Inuit in Canada, just as it affects the small-scale artisanal gold miner 

somewhere in southern Africa.” 

 

2020 deadline 

 

The treaty includes measures for controlling and phasing out the use of mercury. Under the 

treaty, governments agree to ban the production, export and import of a range of products 

containing mercury by 2020 

 

Mercury is harmful to health. It can cause brain and neurological damage, especially among 

children. Other effects include kidney damage and damage to the digestive system. Victims can 

suffer memory loss and language impairment. 

 

UNEP says coal burning and small-scale gold mining are the major sources of mercury 

emissions into the air. The booming price of gold is triggering a significant growth in small-scale 

mining, especially in impoverished communities in Africa and Asia.   

 

Up to 15 million people work in this industry, including 3 million women and children. The head 

of UNEP’s Chemical Branch, Tim Kasten, said  mercury is used to separate gold from the ore-

bearing rock. Unfortunately, he said, this process is extremely harmful to health. 

 

“So, what we would like to do is to help them understand the hazards of mercury. Get them to 

reduce the amount of mercury they are using, either through very low technology devices that 

are called retorts, which is actually a way of recycling or distilling the mercury that they are 

using, such that they can recover between 80% and 90% of the mercury that they are using," 



said Kasten. "So they can use that mercury again. So they do not have to pay for the mercury. 

At the same time, it is not being emitted it into the air.”    

 

Reducing health hazards 

 

The treaty calls upon nations that have artisanal and small-scale gold mining operations to draw 

up national plans within three years of the treaty going into force. The aim is to reduce and, if 

possible, eliminate the use of mercury in such operations. 

 

The treaty will be open for signature at a special meeting in Japan in October. It will take effect 

after 50 countries have ratified it. 
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The Guardian (UK): 140 Countries Agree Mercury Treaty 

 

19 January 2013  

 

More than 140 nations have agreed on the first legally-binding treaty to curb mercury pollution. 

 

Delegates at UN talks in Geneva approved measures to control the use of the highly toxic 

metal, which is widely used in chemical production and small-scale mining, in order to limit 

mercury emissions. 

 

The executive director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), Achim Steiner, said: "To 

agree on global targets is not easy to do. There was no delegation here that wished to leave 

Geneva without drafting a treaty." 

 

"We have closed a chapter on a journey that has taken four years of often intense, but 

ultimately successful negotiations and opened a new chapter towards a sustainable future," said 

Fernando Lugris, the Uruguayan diplomat who chaired the negotiations. 

 

A signing ceremony will be held later this year in Japan, and then 50 nations must ratify it before 

it comes into force, which UN officials said they would expect to happen within about three to 

four years. 

 

But some supporters of a new mercury treaty said they were not satisfied with the agreement. 

 

Joe DiGangi, a science adviser with advocacy group IPEN, said that while the treaty was "a first 

step," it was not tough enough to achieve its aim of reducing overall emissions. 
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He noted there was no requirement that each country create a national plan for how it will 

reduce mercury emissions. 

 

But proponents of the treaty say it will set meaningful controls and reductions on a range of 

products, processes and industries where mercury is used, released or emitted. 

 

These would include medical equipment such as thermometers, energy-saving light bulbs, 

mining and cement and coal-fired power industries. 

 

Swiss environmental ambassador Franz Perrez said the treaty would "help us to protect human 

health and the environment all over the world". 
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Al Jazeera (Qatar): Nations Agree First Mercury-Emissions Treaty 

 

19 January 2013  

 

More than 140 nations have adopted the first legally-binding international treaty aimed at 

reducing mercury emissions, UN officials have said. 

 

The UN Environment Programme said the treaty was adopted after all-night negotiations that 

capped a week of talks in Geneva, Switzerland. 

 

A signing ceremony will be held later this year, and then nations must begin formally ratifying 

the treaty before it comes into force several years from now. 

 

"To agree on global targets is not easy to do," UNEP executive director Achim Steiner said. 

"There was no delegation here that wished to leave Geneva without drafting a treaty." 

 

The agreement will for the first time set enforceable limits on emissions of mercury, a highly 

toxic metal that is widely used in chemical production and small-scale mining, and exclude, 

phase out or restrict some products that contain mercury. 

 

But some supporters of the treaty said they were not satisfied with the agreement. 

 

Joe DiGangi, a science adviser with advocacy group IPEN, which works for the elimination of 

persistent organic pollutants, said that while the treaty is "a first step," it is not tough enough to 

achieve its aim of reducing overall emissions. 
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For example, DiGangi said, there is no requirement that each country create a national plan for 

how it will reduce mercury emissions. 

 

The draft agreement that was issued before the meeting committed countries to phase out 

mercury thermometers, some kinds of light bulbs and small "button" batteries, with 2018 the 

earliest possible deadline. 

 

The Times of India (India): Countries Agree To First-Ever Treaty To Limit Deadly 

Mercury Emissions 

19 January 2013 

 

NEW DELHI: After a week of talks, delegates from 140 countries agreed to the world's first 

treaty on limiting use of mercury at Geneva, Switzerland. 

 

"A treaty to rid the world of a notorious health-hazardous metal was agreed to on the morning of 

January 19," UN Environment Programme (UNEP) spokesperson Nick Nuttall told Reuters. 

 

The treaty will be actually signed in October this year at Minamata, Japan where over 10,000 

people died as a result of mercury poisoning between 1932 and 1968. Mercury was being 

released in the Minamata Bay from a chemical factory nearby. 

 

"The new treaty aims to reduce the production and the use of mercury, especially in the 

production of products and in industrial processes," the Swiss foreign ministry said in a 

statement. 

 

Mercury is found in products ranging from electrical switches, thermometers and light-bulbs, to 

amalgam dental fillings and even facial creams. Large amounts of the heavy metal are released 

from small-scale gold mining, coal-burning power plants, metal smelters and cement production. 

 

A new report by the UNEP released just before talks began in Geneva said that nearly 2,000 

tons of mercury is emitted globally into the air from human activities every year. Much of this 

toxic substance eventually becomes deposited on vegetation, in the soil, and in oceans, lakes 

and rivers. 

 

The deputy head of UNEP's Chemical Branch said this week that much human exposure to 

mercury is through the consumption of contaminated fish. Mercury affects the brain and nervous 

system. Pregnant women who ingest mercury can pass the toxic effects to their unborn children. 

Serious mercury poisoning affects the body's immune system and can lead to problems 

including psychological disorders, loss of teeth and problems with the digestive, cardiovascular 

and respiratory tracts. 

 



The Minamata Convention, as the treaty will be known after it is signed by the agreeing 

countries formally, will set rules limiting the supply of and trade in mercury and the use of 

mercury in products and industrial processes. It will also lay down measures to reduce 

emissions from artisanal and small-scale gold mining, as also from power plants and metals 

production facilities. 
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South China Morning Post (HongKong): Nations Agree On UN Pact to Cut 

Mercury Emissions 

20 January 2013 

More than 140 countries have agreed on a ground-breaking treaty to rein in the use and 

emission of health-hazardous mercury, the United Nations said at the weekend, but some 

activists lamented it did not go far enough. 

The world's first legally binding treaty on mercury was reached after a week of thorny talks and 

ends four years of heated debate on how to cut global emission levels of the toxic metal, which 

poses risks to human health and the environment. 

"This was a herculean task ... but we have succeeded," Achim Steiner, UN under-secretary 

general and head of the UN Environment Programme (Unep), said. The treaty has been named 

the Minamata Convention on Mercury, after the town in Japan where residents for decades 

have suffered the consequences of serious mercury contamination. 

The accord aims to cut mercury pollution from mining, utility plants and a host of products and 

industrial processes by setting enforceable limits and encouraging use of alternatives. 

Mercury, known to be a poison for centuries, is a natural element that cannot be created or 

destroyed. It is released into the air, water and land from small gold mines, coal-powered plants, 

and from discarded electronic or consumer products such as electrical switches, thermostats 

and dental fillings. Mercury compound goes into batteries, paints and skin-lightening creams. 

Because it accumulates in fish and goes up the food chain, mercury poses the greatest risk of 

nerve damage to pregnant women, women of child-bearing age and young children. 

The World Health Organisation has said there were no safe limits for the consumption of 

mercury which has been linked to brain and kidney damage, memory loss and language 

impairment. 

A decade ago, Switzerland and Norway began pushing for a treaty to limit emissions, a process 

that culminated in the adoption of an accord on Saturday after an all-night session that capped a 

week-long conference in Geneva. 
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But the treaty requires only that nations with small gold-mining operations, one of the biggest 

sources of mercury releases, draw up plans within three years of the treaty entering force to 

reduce mercury use in such operations. 

Unep said the treaty would be signed later this year in Minamata. After that, 50 nations must 

ratify it before it comes into force, which officials predicted would happen in three to four years. 

So-called Minamata disease, a severe neurological disorder caused by mercury poisoning, was 

discovered in the late 1950s because of methylmercury escaping from the city's industrial waste 

water. The illness, which afflicted people who ate contaminated fish, killed hundreds and left 

many more severely crippled. 

Joe DiGangi, a science adviser with advocacy group Ipen, said that while the treaty was "a first 

step", it was not tough enough to reduce overall emissions. For example, he said, there was no 

requirement that each country create a plan for how it would reduce mercury emissions. 

Additional reporting by Agence France-Presse 
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Genevalunch (Switzerland): Global Mercury Convention Adopted In Geneva 

19 January 2013 

 

GENEVA – Delegates from 140 countries extended their negotiations until late Friday, but finally 

agreed to a convention that will reduce emissions of mercury, a heavy metal that is highly toxic. 

The final agreement’s main aim is reduction in manufacturing products and industrial processes, 

but it also regulates the storage and processing of waste containing mercury. 

 

The Swiss government, one of the main drivers behind the treaty, says it is pleased with the 

outcome, but critics are concerned that the treaty may not be strong enough and that special 

interest groups forced too many loopholes. Ecowatch 18 January (before the final agreement 

was reached) noted that “as a setback on Wednesday, Brazil prevailed in striking language that 

offered any idea of phasing out the trade in mercury used for artisanal and small-scale gold 

mining”, much of it illegal and hard to measure, but which has now been shown by the UN 

Environment Programme to account for at least 37 percent of mercury emissions. 

 

It added that the treaty provisions “offer only vague options for controlling mercury emissions 

from existing coal-fired power plants. Plus, provisions are not likely to reduce mercury emissions 

from individual plants on a scale sufficient to offset the new mercury emissions that are likely to 

result from the rapid growth of this sector. Moreover, some delegates including the US are 

pushing hard to make mercury releases to water and land completely voluntary.” 
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Funding was a sticking point during the negotiations, with developed countries being asked to 

contribute $30-40 million a year, reports Reuters. The Swiss federal government said Saturday 

morning it is contributing an additional CHF1 million “to support the early work of the 

convention”. Switzerland and Norway 10 years ago began the push to have a mercury 

convention and they have been two of the leading countries behind the final drive to draw up a 

treaty. 

 

Reducing emissions is likely to cost developing countries billions of dollars. “Much human 

exposure to mercury is through the consumption of contaminated fish, making aquatic 

environments the critical link to human health,” according to the Swiss government. 

 

A report by the UN Environment Programme, Unep, “Global Mercury Assessment 2013″, 

published just in advance of the delegates’ week-long meeting in Geneva, assessed for the first 

time the release of mercury into our waterways:  “An estimated 260 tonnes of mercury – 

previously held in soils – are being released into rivers and lakes”, much of it thanks to 

deforestation. Man-made emissions have caused the amount of mercury in the top 100 metres 

of the world’s oceans to double in the past 100 years, the report shows, with a 25 percent 

increase in deeper waters. 

 

And because mercury travels in the atmosphere, 200 tonnes of mercury end up in the Arctic 

each year, contaminating fish there which are caught for human consumption. 

 

Developing countries’ populations are increasingly at risk, with mercury levels on the rise; coal 

use and small-scale gold mining are the main culprits. Asia is the largest regional emitter of 

mercury as a result of rapid industrialization, now accounting for just under half of all global 

releases, according to Unep. 

 

Other researchers say the problem is far worse. A new joint report by two environmental groups, 

Ipen and the Biodiversity Research Institute, was presented to delegates in Geneva. “Fish 

samples from around the world regularly 

demonstrate mercury concentrations exceeding human health advisory guidelines based on the 

US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) reference dose. This translates to 84 percent of 

total samples were above the level at which one meal per month is recommended.” 

 

An interview by US television network CNN with Richard Gelfond, who is the CEO of the movie 

company IMAX, provides a cautionary note. Gelfond, who ate fish twice a day, was diagnosed 

with mercury poisoning. He donated $1 million to Stonybrook University in New York in 2010 to 

“advance scientific understanding of methylmercury accumulation in human diets and its effects 

on human health”, the university said in a press release. It noted that “almost 25 percent of all 

NYC adults and nearly 50 percent of Asian New Yorkers are estimated to have blood mercury 

levels at or over the NY State reportable level, according to a 2007 study by the NYC 

Department of Health and Mental Hygiene.” 

 



The formal approval of the convention will take place in Minimata, Japan, in October 2013, in 

recognition of the poisoning of the area’s population by mercury for decades. Minimata disease, 

which causes nervous, immune and reproductive system disorders, was named for the town the 

enabled researchers to identify the poisonous properties of the extremely volatile metal. 

 

The new convention will be open for signature by states at the end of 2013. In Switzerland, 

parliament must approve it. 
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Times Live (South Africa): World's First Legally Binding Mercury Treaty Reached 

19 January 2013 

 

 (Sapa-AFP) - Delegations from some 140 countries have agreed to adopt a ground-breaking 

treaty limiting the use of health-hazardous mercury, the Swiss foreign ministry saya. 

Mercury in liquid form, which can cause mercury poisoning. File photo. Mercury in liquid form, 

which can cause mercury poisoning. File photo. 

 

The world's first legally binding treaty on mercury, reached after a week of thorny talks, will aim 

to reduce global emission levels of the toxic heavy metal also known as quicksilver, which 

poses risks to human health and the environment. 

 

Switzerland, which along with Norway initiated the process a decade ago, hailed the consensus 

on the issue. 

 

"The new treaty aims to reduce the production and the use of mercury, especially in the 

production of products and in industrial processes," the Swiss foreign ministry said in a 

statement. 

 

Countries will be asked to sign the treaty next October in Minamata, Japan, in honour of the 

town's inhabitants who for decades have suffered the consequences of serious mercury 

contamination, the statement said. 

 

"The adoption of the mercury treaty shows the vitality of international environmental politics and 

the will of states to together find solutions to world problems," head of the Swiss delegation to 

the talks, Franz Perrez, said in the statement. 

 

Mercury is found in products ranging from electrical switches to thermometers to light-bulbs, to 

amalgam dental fillings and even facial creams, and large amounts of the heavy metal are 

released from small-scale gold mining, coal-burning power plants, metal smelters and cement 

production. 
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Serious mercury poisoning affects the body's immune system and can lead to problems 

including psychological disorders, loss of teeth and problems with the digestive, cardiovascular 

and respiratory tracts. It also affects development of the brain and nervous system and poses 

the greatest risk to foetuses and infants. 

 

Ahead of the Geneva conference, the UN's environmental programme provided the first global 

assessment of releases of mercury into rivers and lakes. 

 

"In the past 100 years, man-made emissions have caused the amount of mercury in the top 100 

metres of the world's oceans to double. Concentrations in deeper waters have increased by up 

to 25%," the agency said, adding that much human exposure to mercury is through the 

consumption of contaminated fish. 

 

UNEP also highlighted rising levels of mercury in the Arctic, where 200 tonnes of the substance 

are deposited every year. 

 

The UN agency's study also found that developing countries were especially vulnerable to direct 

mercury contamination owing mainly to the widespread use of the element in small-scale gold 

mining and to the burning of coal for electricity generation. 

 

Such exposure "poses a direct threat to the health of some 10-15 million people who are directly 

involved in small scale gold mining, mainly in Africa, Asia and South America," UNEP said. 
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Sudan Vision (Sudan): Nations Agree on Legally Binding Mercury Rules 

20 January 2013 

More than 140 countries have agreed on a set of legally binding measures to curb mercury 

pollution, at UN talks. 

Delegates in Geneva approved measures to control the use of the highly toxic metal in order to 

reduce the amount of mercury released into the environment. 

Mercury can produce a range of adverse human health effects, including permanent damage to 

the nervous system. 

The UN recently published data that showed mercury emissions were rising in a number of 

developing nations. 

The deal was agreed after all-night talks. 
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UN Environment Programme (Unep) spokesman Nick Nuttall told Reuters: "A treaty to start to 

begin to rid the world of a notorious health-hazardous metal was agreed in the morning of Jan 

19." 

The rules, known as the Minamata Convention and named after the Japanese town that 

experienced one of the world's worst cases of mercury poisoning, will open for nations to sign at 

a diplomatic conference later this year. 

The convention will regulate a range of areas, including: 

* the supply of and trade in mercury; 

* the use of mercury in products and industrial processes; 

* the measures to be taken to reduce emissions from artisanal and small-scale gold mining; 

* the measures to be taken to reduce emissions from power plants and metals production 

facilities. 

Ahead of the five-day meeting, the UN Environment Programme (Unep) published a report 

warning that developing nations were facing growing health and environmental risks from 

increased exposure to mercury. 

It said a growth in small-scale mining and coal burning were the main reasons for the rise in 

emissions. 

As a result of rapid industrialisation, South-East Asia was the largest regional emitter and 

accounted for almost half of the element's annual global emissions. 

Lasting effects 

Mercury - a heavy, silvery white metal - is a liquid at room temperature and can evaporate 

easily. Within the environment, it is found in cinnabar deposits. It is also found in natural forms 

in a range of other rocks, including limestone and coal. 

Mercury can be released into the environment through a number of industrial processes 

including mining, metal and cement production, and the burning of fossil fuels. 

Once emitted, it persists in the environment for a long time - circulating through air, water, soil 

and living organisms - and can be dispersed over vast distances. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) says: "Mercury is highly toxic to human health, posing a 

particular threat to the development of the (unborn) child and early in life. 

"The inhalation of mercury vapour can produce harmful effects on the nervous, digestive and 

immune systems, lungs and kidneys, and may be fatal. 

"The inorganic salts of mercury are corrosive to the skin, eyes and gastrointestinal tract, and 

may induce kidney toxicity if ingested." 



The Unep assessment said the concentration of mercury in the top 100m of the world's oceans 

had doubled over the past century, and estimated that 260 tonnes of the toxic metal had made 

their way from soil into rivers and lakes. 

Another characteristic, it added, was that mercury became more concentrated as it moved up 

the food chain, reaching its highest levels in predator fish that could be consumed by humans. 
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HealthCanal.com (USA): GAVI Applauds Exclusion of Vaccines Containing 

Thiomersal as Preservatives from Mercury Treaty 

20 January 2013 

Geneva  - Delegates at the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) today recognised 

the safety of thiomersal – a mercury-based vaccine preservative – and the critical role it plays in 

global health - by excluding it from a treaty on the release of mercury into the environment. 

Thiomersal has been used widely since the 1930s to prevent bacterial and fungal contamination 

of multi-dose vials of vaccines. Of the 2.5 million deaths prevented every year through vaccines, 

1.4 million are prevented because of thiomersal-preserved vaccines. 

However, the fact that thiomersal contains small amounts of ethylmercury has warranted its 

inclusion in the UNEP treaty negotiations, which were set up as part of an effort to rid the world 

of the risks posed to human health and the environment by mercury. Unlike methylmercury, 

which is known to make its way through the food chain and accumulate in the body, 

ethylmercury is broken down by the body and quickly flushed out within a matter of days. 

Recognising this, the treaty text specifically excludes “vaccines containing thiomersal as 

preservatives,” and instead focuses on restricting the major sources of mercury releases into 

the environment. 

This view has been commended by the World Health Organization (WHO) and, now that the 

draft text has finally been endorsed, the GAVI Alliance also applauds this decision. GAVI would 

also like to thank its Board members for their collective efforts in helping to avert a serious risk 

to GAVI’s mission. 

Protecting access to vaccines came as the result of a strong partnership between WHO, 

UNICEF, GAVI and civil society organisations to inform country delegates, who predominantly 

came from ministries of environment, of the benefits of thiomersal. By facilitating communication 

between ministries of health and ministries of environment, strong statements were made by 

delegates about the essential role of thiomersal-containing vaccines in protecting human health. 

Advocates from around the world, including the Communication for Development Centre, the 

International Pediatric Association, PATH and other members of the GAVI Civil Society 

Constituency, played a vital role in achieving this outcome for global health. More than 140 

countries and 900 delegates participated in the final negotiations in Geneva, Switzerland. 
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Africa Science News (Kenya): Global Mercury Agreement to Lift Health Threats 

from Lives of Millions World-Wide 

International effort to address mercury—a notorious heavy metal with significant  health and 

environmental effects—was on Saturday delivered a significant boost with governments 

agreeing to a global, legally-binding treaty to prevent emissions and releases. 

 

The Minamata Convention on Mercury—named after a city in Japan where serious health 

damage occurred as a result of mercury pollution in the mid-20th Century—provides controls 

and reductions across a range of products, processes and industries where mercury is used, 

released or emitted. 

 

Achim Steiner, UN Under-Secretary General and Executive Director of the UN Environment 

Programme (UNEP) which convened the negotiations among over 140 member states in 

Geneva, said at the close:” After complex and often all night sessions here in Geneva, nations 

have today laid the foundations for a global response to a pollutant whose notoriety has been 

recognized for well over a century.” 

 

“Everyone in the world stands to benefit from the decisions taken this week in Geneva-- in 

particular the workers and families of small-scale gold miners, the peoples of the Arctic and this 

generation of mothers and babies and the generations to come. I look forward to swift 

ratification of the Minamata Convention so that it comes into force as soon as possible,” he said. 

 

The treaty, which has been four years in negotiation and which will be open for signature at a 

special meeting in Japan in October, also addresses the direct mining of mercury, export and 

import of the metal and safe storage of waste mercury. 

 

Mercury and its various compounds have a range of serious health impacts including brain and 

neurological damage especially among the young. 

 

These range from medical equipment such as thermometers and energy-saving light bulbs to 

the mining, cement and coal-fired power sectors. 

 

Others include kidney damage and damage to the digestive system. Victims can suffer memory 

loss and language impairment alongside many other well documented problems. 

 

Initial funding to fast track action until the new treaty comes into force in the expected three to 

five years’ time has been pledged by Japan, Norway and Switzerland. 

 

Support for developing countries is also expected from the Global Environment Facility and a 

programme once the convention is operational. 

 

Fernando Lugris, the Uruguayan chair of the negotiations, said : “ Today in the early hours of 19 

January 2013 we have closed a chapter on a journey that has taken four years of often intense 

but ultimately successful negotiations and opened a new chapter towards a sustainable future. 



This has been done in the name of vulnerable populations everywhere and represents an 

opportunity for a healthier and more sustainable century for all peoples”. 

 

Ambassador Franz Perrez of the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Switzerland 

said:”Switzerland, which initiated with Norway the negotiations for a mercury convention, is very 

pleased about this impressive success. It will help us to protect human health and the 

environment all over the world and is a proof that multilateralism can work when political will 

exists.” 

 

“This treaty will not bring immediate reductions of mercury emissions. It will need to be improved 

and strengthened, to make all fish safe to eat,” said David Lennett from the Natural Resources 

Defense Council representing the Zero Mercury Working Group a global coalition of 

environmental NGOs “Still, the treaty will phase out mercury in many products and we welcome 

it as a starting point.” 

 

The decision to launch negotiations was taken by environment ministers at the 2009 session of 

the UNEP Governing Council and the final and fifth negotiation took place this week in Geneva. 

 

The scope of the new treaty which puts in controls and also reduction measures in respect to 

mercury is as follows. 

 

Governments have agreed on a range of mercury containing products whose production, export 

and import will be banned by 2020. 

 

The new treaty will control mercury emissions and releases from various large industrial 

facilities ranging from coal-fired power stations and industrial boilers to certain kinds of smelters 

handling for example zinc and gold. 

 

Waste incineration and cement clinker facilities are also on the list. 

 

Nations agreed to install the Best Available Technologies on new power plants and facilities with 

plans to be drawn up to bring emissions down from existing ones. 

 

The negotiations were initially looking to set thresholds on the size of plants or level of 

emissions to be controlled. But it was decided this week to defer this until the first meeting of the 

treaty after it comes into force. 
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Reuters (UK): U.N. Clinches Global Deal on Cutting Mercury Emissions 

19 January 2013 

 

GENEVA, (Reuters) - More than 140 countries have reached a deal to reduce emissions of 

mercury after all-night talks in Geneva, the spokesman for the U.N. Environment Programme 

said on Saturday. 

 

"A treaty to start to begin to rid the world of a notorious health-hazardous metal was agreed in 

the morning of Jan. 19," Nick Nuttall told Reuters 
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The Sunday Times (Malta): Global Deal to Cut Mercury 

20 January 2013 

More than 140 countries have reached a deal to cut mercury emissions after all-night talks in 
Geneva, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said yesterday. 

The agreement aimed to phase out many common household products that use the liquid metal, 
like thermometers and some flourescent lamps, and reduce emissions from power plants and 
cement factories, UNEP spokesman Nick Nuttall told Reuters. 

“A treaty to start to begin to rid the world of a notorious health-hazardous metal was agreed in 
the morning of January 19,” Nuttall said. 

The Minamata Convention on Mercury – named after the Japanese city where people were 

poisoned in the mid-20th century from industrial discharges of mercury – could take three to five 

years to come into force, UNEP said.  
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OTHER ENVIRONMENT NEWS 

Reuters (UK): UK Scientists to Mimic Plants to Make Zero-Carbon Fuel 

 

21 January 2013 

 

LONDON (Reuters) - British scientists seeking to tap more efficient forms of solar power are 

exploring how to mimic the way plants transform sunlight into energy and produce hydrogen to 

fuel vehicles. 

 

They will join other researchers around the world studying artificial photosynthesis as 

governments seek to cut greenhouse gas emissions from fossil fuels. 

 

The research will use synthetic biology to replicate the process by which plants concentrate 

solar energy to split water into hydrogen and oxygen, which is then released into the 

atmosphere. 

 

"We will build a system for artificial photosynthesis by placing tiny solar panels on microbes," 

said lead researcher Julea Butt at the University of East Anglia UEA.L. 

 

"These will harness sunlight and drive the production of hydrogen, from which the technologies 

to release energy on demand are well-advanced." 

 

Hydrogen is a zero-emission fuel which can power vehicles or be transformed into electricity. 

 

"We imagine that our photocatalysts will prove versatile and that with slight modification they will 

be able to harness solar energy for the manufacture of carbon-based fuels, drugs and fine 

chemicals," she added. 

 

The 800,000 pound project will be undertaken by scientists from UEA and Cambridge and 

Leeds universities. 

 

The scientists believe copying photosynthesis could be more efficient in harnessing the sun's 

energy than existing solar converters. 

 

CUTTING CO2 

 

Many countries have deployed at least one kind of renewable energy, such as solar, wind power 

or biofuels, or use a mixture to see which becomes most competitive with fossil fuels. 

 



But as carbon dioxide emissions continue to rise, some experts argue more extreme methods 

are needed to keep the average rise in global temperatures below 2 degrees Celsius this 

century, a threshold scientists say would avoid the most harmful effects of climate change. 

 

"Many renewable energy supplies, such as sunlight, wind and the waves, remain largely 

untapped resources. This is mainly due to the challenges that exist in converting these energy 

forms into fuels from which energy can be released on demand," said Butt. 

 

Some of the more extreme methods which are being studied are controversial, such as 

removing large amounts of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and geo-engineering 

techniques such as blocking sunlight using artificial clouds or mirrors in space. 

 

Such technology is far from being employed on a large scale and the costs are enormous. 

 

Critics argue these techniques manipulate the climate, are too costly, take too long to prove and 

governments should concentrate on more mainstream renewable energy sources. 

 

Last year, British scientists abandoned a 1.6 million pound experiment to test the possibility of 

spraying particles into the upper atmosphere to stem global warming. (Editing by David Cowell) 
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CNN International (USA): Beijing Tries To Clean Up Its Act 

21 January 2013  

(Financial Times) -- China's smog-ridden capital issued an unprecedented set of new anti-

pollution measures at the weekend, as the authorities scramble to respond to rising public 

pressure over the city's deteriorating air quality. 

 

The far-reaching measures target everything from outdoor barbecues and dusty construction 

sites, to paint fumes and idling car engines, representing the city's broadest effort yet to fight the 

persistent pollution haze over Beijing. 

 

The Beijing city government published a draft of the new rules on its website on Saturday and 

asked for public feedback -- an unusual step that illustrates how carefully the government is 

treading around the hot-button issue. 

 

Earlier this month, an episode of extraordinarily bad pollution in Beijing sparked public outcry 

over air quality, as well as causing a sudden increase in hospital admissions for respiratory 

illnesses and heart attacks. China's double-digit economic growth in the past three decades has 

been accompanied by widespread environmental degradation, of which air pollution in the 

capital has become the latest, and most visible, symbol. 
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Although the Beijing city government has in the past tried to conceal its pollution problem by 

manipulating air quality data, public pressure has forced it adopt a radically more open stance. 

The city government now publishes hourly pollution data and even pollution forecasts to help 

citizens deal with the haze. 

 

In a sign of the growing severity of the problem, the new regulations published on Saturday 

describe "emergency measures" for days when pollution becomes a "danger to human health", 

including mandatory factory closures and restrictions on vehicles. 

 

The draft rules also outline a new cap-and-trade scheme for key pollutants, and will require the 

largest culprits to publicly disclose their emissions -- which environmentalists said was a step 

toward greater transparency. 

 

"The draft law it is really trying to tackle the issue in a proactive way, trying to tackle the pollution 

at its source," said Ma Jun, a prominent environmentalist in Beijing and author of China's Water 

Crisis. However, he added that firm implementation of the rules, which has thwarted similar 

environmental laws in the past, would continue to be a challenge. 

 

The draft regulations, which span dozens of pages, also describe a range of smaller measures 

that could change some of the key features of life in the capital, if strictly implemented. 

 

Restaurants and caterers will be banned from burning coal -- a measure that will threaten 

Beijing's beloved lamb kebabs, known as yangrou chuan. Vehicles will be prohibited from idling 

their engines for more than three minutes if parked near a school or a hospital, and cars will be 

subject to random testing for emissions compliance. 

 

Some parts of the new regulations simply reiterate rules that were already in place -- such as 

requirements for dust-control measures at construction sites -- but have been poorly 

implemented because the environmental authorities have lacked clout. 

 

"To make this happen the key thing is oversight," said Zhou Rong, air pollution specialist at 

Greenpeace in Beijing. "The government put this up on the web because they understand that 

everyone is watching this issue -- this is a big improvement." 
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Responding To Climate Change (UK): Climate Change Hurting Amazon Rainforest 

Warns NASA 

21 January 2013 

 

Large areas of the Amazon rainforest appear to be deteriorating as a result of drought due to 

climate change, new research from Nasa reveals. 

 

An area of the Amazon rainforest twice the size of California has suffered from a megadrought 

that began in 2005, causing widespread changes to the forest canopy that were detectable by 

satellite. 

 

While rainfall levels picked up post 2005, the old-growth forest in southwestern Amazonia 

appears to have struggled to recover before another drought hit the area in 2010. 

 

Scientists say the changes suggest dieback of branches and tree falls, especially among the 

older, larger, more vulnerable canopy trees that blanket the forest. 

 

Left: the extent of the 2005 megadrought in the western Amazon rainforests during the summer 

months of June, July and August. The most impacted areas are shown in shades of red and 

yellow. The circled area in the right panel shows the forest areas that experienced slow 

recovery from the 2005 drought, with areas in red and yellow shades experiencing the slowest 

recovery. Image credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech/GSFC 

 

According to Nasa, the drought rate in Amazonia during the past decade is unprecedented over 

the past century. 

 

In addition to the two major droughts in 2005 and 2010, the area has experienced several 

localized mini-droughts in recent years. 

 

Observations from ground stations show that rainfall over the southern Amazon rainforest 

declined by almost 3.2% per year in the period from 1970 to 1998. 

 

“Our results suggest that if droughts continue at five to 10-year intervals or increase in 

frequency due to climate change, large areas of the Amazon forest are likely to be exposed to 

persistent effects of droughts and corresponding slow forest recovery,” Nasa study leader 

Sassan Saatchi said. 

 

“This may alter the structure and function of Amazonian rainforest ecosystems.” 

 

The area is also of huge economic importance to Brazil, which critically relies on the Amazon 

region to provide a regular flow of water for its hydropower stations. 

 



The Amazon rainforest plays a vital role in the global ecosystem, regulating temperatures, 

storing vast quantities of carbon dioxide, as well as providing a home to a huge variety of plants 

and animals. 

 

In recent years rates of deforestation have slowed, although the total area of rainforest is still 

shrinking. 
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ENVIRONMENT NEWS FROM THE 
UN DAILY NEWS 

 
21 January 2013 

 
 

 

UN News Centre: Governments at UN Forum Agree On Legally-Binding Treaty to 

Curb Mercury Pollution 

19 January 2013  

 

Over 140 governments meeting at a United Nations forum in Geneva have agreed to a global, 

legally-binding treaty to address mercury, a notorious heavy metal with significant health and 

environmental effects. 

 

The Minamata Convention on Mercury – named after a city in Japan where serious health 

damage occurred as a result of mercury pollution in the mid-20th Century – provides controls 

and reductions across a range of products, processes and industries where mercury is used, 

released or emitted. 

 

These range from medical equipment such as thermometers and energy-saving light bulbs to 

the mining, cement and coal-fired power sectors, according to a news release issued today by 

the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), which convened the negotiations. 

 

“After complex and often all-night sessions here in Geneva, nations have today laid the 

foundations for a global response to a pollutant whose notoriety has been recognized for well 

over a century,” said UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner. 
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“Everyone in the world stands to benefit from the decisions taken this week in Geneva, in 

particular the workers and families of small-scale gold miners, the peoples of the Arctic and this 

generation of mothers and babies and the generations to come. I look forward to swift 

ratification of the Minamata Convention so that it comes into force as soon as possible,” he 

added. 

 

The treaty, which has been four years in negotiation and which will be open for signature at a 

special meeting in Japan in October, also addresses the direct mining of mercury, export and 

import of the metal and safe storage of waste mercury. 

 

Pinpointing populations at risk, boosting medical care and better training of health care 

professionals in identifying and treating mercury-related effects will also form part of the new 

agreement. 

 

UNEP noted that mercury and its various compounds have a range of serious health impacts, 

including brain and neurological damage especially among the young. Others include kidney 

damage and damage to the digestive system. Victims can suffer memory loss and language 

impairment alongside many other well documented problems. 

 

Among the provisions of the treaty, governments have agreed on a range of mercury-containing 

products whose production, export and import will be banned by 2020. These include batteries, 

except for 'button cell' batteries used in implantable medical devices; switches and relays; 

certain types of compact fluorescent lamps (CFLs); mercury in cold cathode fluorescent lamps 

and external electrode fluorescent lamps; and soaps and cosmetics. 

 

Certain kinds of non-electronic medical devices such as thermometers and blood pressure 

devices are also included for phase-out by 2020. 

 

Governments also approved exceptions for some large measuring devices where currently 

there are no mercury-free alternatives. In addition, vaccines where mercury is used as a 

preservative have been excluded from the treaty as have products used in religious or 

traditional activities. 
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