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WHAT 1S MERCURY?

Mercury isasilvery liquid meta at roomtempera:
ture. Mercury conductselectricity, expands uni-
formly withtemperatureand easily formsalloyswith
other metals. For thisreason, itisusedin many
productsfoundin homesand schools. Mercury is
also aneement that occursnaturaly intheearth’'s
surface. It doesnot degradeand isnot destroyed
by combustion. Instead, mercury changesintoa
vapor that can travel long distanceswhen volatilized.
Mercury cyclesbetween soils, theatmosphereand
surfacewaters. Itstoxicity can endanger living
organismsand produce adverse hedth effectsin
humans. Organic mercury, especialy methylmercury,
can accumulateintissueand increaseitstoxicity asit
movesup thefood chain.

WHY 1S MERCURY A CONCERN?

Therehavebeen severd incidentsinvolving mercury
spilled in schoals, school busesor school property
that causeaarmand require cleanup. Sometimes
mercury comesfrominsidethe
school, and sometimesmercury is
brought into the school fromthe
community. Mercury thatis
spilled or spread through aschool
createsanimmediate hedlth issue, and may require
expens ve cleanup and monitoring.

Spilled mercury can evaporate at room temperature

and easily beinhaled by theroom occupants. Spilled

mercury can spread long distancesand settlein

cracksand porousmaterialslike
cloth, carpet or wood, slowly
emitting vaporsover along
period of time. Mercury vapors
L LU arecolorless, odorlessand
tasteless. Short term exposureto aconcentration of
mercury or mercury vapors can lead to nausea,
shortnessof breath, bronchitis, migraine headaches,
andfatigue. Long term exposureto mercury can
result in damageto the nervous system, kidneysand
liver; symptomsinclude shakiness, tremors, numb-
nessinthefingersand toes, loss of muscle control,
memory lossand kidney disease. Children, devel-
oping fetusesand women of childbearing agearethe
most at risk for mercury poisoning. Mercury should
behandled carefully, especidly around children.

Mercury isaconcernintheenvironment. Improper
disposal of mercury-containing productsisoneway
that mercury isreleased into theair, land and water.
Mercury easly entersitsvapor form, and cantravel
long distances. Mercury that reacheslakes, rivers
and streams can be converted into methylmercury
by organismsinthewater. Methylmercury buildsup
inwildlifetissue, especidly infish. Aslarger fisheat
smdller fish, themercury concentratesthefarther it
travelsupthefood chain. Methylmercury canmove
up thefood chain and createarisk

for human consumption of fish. There
isastatewidefish advisory for mer- ‘¢
cury for children under the age of six,
pregnant women and women of childbearing age.
Thefish advisory recommendsthat these people
limit theamount of fish they eat from Ohio waters.
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For moreinformation onthemercury infish advisory
check out the Ohio Department of Health Web page
at www.odh.gateoh.usResour cesBrochures/
FishAdvisory.pdf.

It does not take alot of mercury to have negative
environmental consequences. Researchersestimate
that if onegram of mercury—one-seventieth of a
teaspoon—entersa20-acrelake every year from
theatmosphere, that amount isenough toraisethe
mercury levelsinthefish. Methylmercury inlarge
fish can be hundreds or thousands of timesgreater
thanlevelsinthe surrounding water.

WHAT CAN SCHOOLS AND TEACHERS
DO TO REDUCE THE PRESENCE OF
MERCURY IN SCHOOLS?

€~ Hep educate students, other teachersand
administratorsabout the health hazardsand

environmenta fateof mercury;

(v promote proper management and recycling of
mercury and mercury-contai ning products, and
eliminatethe use of mercury wherever possible
at schoals;

€~ prevent mercury spillsand know what to doif a
spill occurs,

€~ promotetheuseof alternative productsthat do
not contain mercury; and

€7 promoteenergy efficiency.
LEARN MORE ABOUT MERCURY

Teachers can educate students about
mercury by including it aspart of their sciencelesson
plans. Therearesevera resourcesfor teachers
about mercury. Oneof the best resourcesisthe
Mercury in SchoolsPollution Prevention project. It
has created a\Web site of resources|ocated at
| www.mercury-k12.org. [Ohio EPA canalso
answer questionsabout mercury including what
products contain mercury, how to reduceitsuse and
what to doin caseof aspill. Ohio EPA hasa
mercury Web site at www.epa.state.oh.us'opp/
mercury_pbt.html.

REDUCE THE USE OF MERCURY AND MERCURY-
CONTAINING PRODUCTS

Toreducethe presence of mercury inaschool, you
haveto know wheretofindit. Interestingly, mercury
canbefoundinalot of places, some obviousand
someyou would not expect. Youwould expect to
find mercury in science classroomsand thelabora-
tory, but it also hasapresencethroughout the
school, inthe cafeteriaandinthenurse’ soffice. It
may beworthwhilefor schoolsto replace mercury-
containing equi pment or chooseto purchase prod-
uctsthat contain lessmercury to reducethelong-
termimpact on theenvironment.

Pollution prevention examinesthe causes of waste
and pollutionto figure out the best way to reduceit.
Pollution prevention avoidsgenerating pollution at
the sourcerather than trying to control it afterwards.
Thisisaso caled” sourcereduction.” Always
reducewaste beforerecycling. Avoid products
containing mercury if substitutesareavailable.

Classrooms, facilitiesand grounds

School classroomsand facilitiesmay have mercury-
containing thermogtats, thermometers, barometers
andslentwall switches. Itissmpleand economical
to find mercury-free alternativesfor these. Approxi-
mately 80 percent of thermostats currently inuse
contain mercury. Electronic devicesareoften
excdllent dternatives, though many digital devices
may have mercury-containing batteries, soitisbest
to use devicesthat alow you to replacethe batteries
with batteriesfree of mercury.

Thelampsinthegymnasumand

parking lot aregenerdly referred
toashighintensty discharge

(HID) lamps, and they contain

mercury. Evenfluorescent and

neon lamps have somemercury. However, greater
energy efficiency of fluorescent lampsreducesthe
amount of mercury discharged by power plants
generating eectricity. Thereareasolow-mercury
aternativesthat contain lessmercury than older
lamps. Other itemsthat contain mercury include
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button cell batteriesand old microwave ovensthat
could beinthe school’scafeteria. Newer micro-
wavesdo not contain mercury. Batteriesnow
contain much lessmercury, but themercury
content isstill worth considering. Button
batteriesmay contain up to 25 milligrams

of mercury per battery. Somelithium

button batteries may befree of mercury. It
isalwaysbest to send old lamps and batteriesto a

recydingfacility.

Thejanitoria and grounds staff alsoneedto be
awareof thematerialsthey areusing. Old latex
paint produced before 1992 may contain mercury to
act asafungicide. Pesticidesproduced before 1994
may aso contain mercury. If old mercury-containing
paintsor pesticidesare still at the school, dispose of
them properly ashazardouswaste. Newer paints
and pesticidesdo not contain mercury.

Laboratories Lo o
Unlikeother class-

rooms, laboratories

may havealarge

number of thermometers, air pressure gauges,
calome eectrodes, mercury compoundsand
elementa mercury for use by thestudents. Mercury
may have been used historically inaschool’slabora-
tory, and thelaboratory may till have containersof
mercury or mercury compoundsin storage.

Thereareseveral mercury-freethermometers
available, including red dcohol and digital thermom-
eters. Generdly, adcohol or eectronicthermometers
aresufficiently accurateand readily available.

If mercury isusedin experiments, oftenitispossible
to useother chemicastoillustrate the same chemis-
try principles, or do microscal e experimentsto
reduce the amount of materialsnecessary and
reducethe need to havelarge quantities of mercury
at theschool. If mercury isused as part of the
curriculum, make sureto haveamercury spill kit
avalable

Nur se's Office

Thenurse' sofficemay havethe most

elementa mercury intheschooal, includ-

ing thermometersand blood pressure

measuring devices. Blood pressure

gaugesor sphygmomanometersmay contain severa
pounds of mercury. Aneroid blood pressuredevices
anddigita thermometersareavailable, andareas
accurate asmercury-containing ones.

Therearea so nasal spraysand contact lenssolu-
tionsthat contain thimerosal, phenylmercuric acetate
or phenylmercuric nitrate. Thesecompoundsall
have mercury inthem, and have mercury-free
dternatives.

ENERGY EFFICIENCY

Electricity generationiscurrently thelargest source
of mercury emissionsinthe United States. Practic-
ing energy conservation by using energy efficient
productsand practicesreducesthe amount of
mercury released by power plantsand reducesthe
amountsof other pollutantsreleased aswell.

PROPER MANAGEMENT AND RETIREMENT OF
MERCURY-CONTAINING DEVICES

Energy efficiency asoreduces
carbon dioxide, sulphur oxidesand
nitrogen oxiderel eases, and makes
good economic sense.

Many mercury-contai ning products can berecycled.
Mercury metal, thermostats, batteries, thermometers
and fluorescent lightsare some productsthat can be
safely recycled. Mercury recycling companiesare
listed on Ohio EPA’'sWeb page under the Office of
Pollution Prevention at www.epa.state.on.us'opp/ |
recyc/mercrec.ntml. You may also contact the
Bowling Green State University Mercury Callection

Program at www.bgsu.edu/officesenvhs/
mer cury.htm to pick up your mercury or retired

mercury-containing devicesfreeof charge. The
Bowling Green State University can make pick-ups
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throughout Ohio. If theseproductsarenot recycled, Keep everyoneaway fromtheareato prevent them
they may haveto bedisposed ashazardouswaste.  frominhaling themercury, Sinceit can evaporate

Other productssuch asolder mercury-containing quickly. Never wear shoesor clothing that are
latex paintsand pesticidesalso must bedisposedas  contaminated with mercury, sinceitisabsorbedin
hazardouswaste. Always properly dispose of cloth and easily spread from oneplaceto another. If
mercury and mercury-containing products. Never possible, open windowsto ventilatethe spill areato
pour mercury downadrain. Mercury may sitin theoutdoors. Closethedoorsand placesigns
pipesfor along timeand continueto beahazard. prohibiting entry on the entrancesto theimpacted
rooms. Contact the school maintenance personnel
Bowling Green State University toturn off heating, air-conditioning syssemsand fans.
Mercury Collection Program Thiswill helpavoid circulating contaminated air to
Bowling Green, Ohio 43403 other rooms. NEVER clean up a spill with a
(419) 372-2173; Fax (419) 372-2194 vacuum cleaner. Thiscontaminatesthevacuum
and circulatessomemercury intotheair. Do not use
IN CASE OF A SPILL broomsor paintbrushesto clean up, since mercury

will disperseinto smaller beadsand be harder to
By monitoring, properly maintainingmercury prod-  collect.
uctsand replacing themwith mercury-freedterna-
tives, therisk of amercury spill isgreetly reduced. If  The Ohio Department of Health hasafact sheet on
aspill doesoccur, itisimportant to haveaplanto what todoif mercury spillsat school. TheWeb
addressit. pageislocated at www.epa.sate.oh.us/opp/
merc_school_FShtml.

The safest and best way to
clean up amercury spill isby
hiringalicensed

professional contractor.

For moreinformation on what to do if
a mercury spill occurs contact:

Your local fire department
phone#
or
Ohio EPA Spill Hotline
(800) 282-9378

When mercury spillsor anitem containing mercury
bresks, carefully evacuatethe areaaround the spill
and move studentsto adifferent room. Mercury
anditsvaporsarevery difficult toremovefromitems
such asclothes, carpet, floors, walls, and furniture.

www.epa.state.oh.us/opp

The Office of Pollution Prevention was created to encourage multi-media pollution prevention activities in Ohio
to reduce risk to public health, safety, welfare and the environment. Pollution prevention stresses source
reduction and, as a second choice, environmentally sound recycling while avoiding cross media transfers. The
office develops information related to pollution prevention, increases awareness of pollution prevention
opportunities, and can offer technical assistance to business, government, and the public.
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