CENTRAL CONTRA COSTA COLLECTION FACILITY
4797 Imhoff Place, Martinez, 94553 ~ www.centralsan.org ~ 1-800-646-1431
Serving Alamo, Blackhawk, Clayton, Concord, Clyde, Danville, Lafayette, Martinez,
Moraga, Orinda, Pacheco, Pleasant Hill, San Ramon, and Walnut Creek.

Protect Your Family, Workplace
and the Environment from

Mercury

DELTA HHW COLLECTION FACILITY (Also accepts pharmaceuticals and sharps)
2500 Pittsburg-Antioch Hwy, Antioch, 94509 ~ www.ddsd.org ~ (925) 756-1990
Serving Antioch, Bay Point, Bethel Island, Brentwood, Byron, Discovery Bay,
Knightsen, Oakley, and Pittsburg.
WEST COUNTY HHW COLLECTION FACILITY (Also accepts pharmaceuticals and sharps)
101 Pittsburg Ave., Richmond, 94801 ~ www.recyclemore.org ~ 1-888-412-9277
Serving Crockett, El Cerrito, El Sobrante, Hercules, Kensington, Pinole, Port Costa,
Richmond, Rodeo, and San Pablo.
* In general, Household Hazardous Waste (HHW) is flammable, corrosive, toxic, reactive, and/or
harmful to the environment.

Mercury Pollution Prevention Resources
• For General Consumer Help: www.Earth911.com ~ www.EPA.gov/hg/consumer.htm
• For Spills > 1 lb. Hg to the Environment: National Response Center 1 (800) 424-8802
• For Department of Toxic Substances Control’s (DTSC) Informational Fact Sheet:
www.dtsc.ca.gov/HazardousWaste/UniversalWaste/upload/UW_Factsheet1.pdf
• For CA Fish Consumption Guidelines: www.OEHHA.ca.gov
Contra Costa County

Public Works
D e p a r t m e n t

Contra Costa County Watershed Program
255 Glacier Drive, Martinez, CA 94553
Protect Our Watersheds for Future Generations
Please recycle when you’re through.
This brochure is printed on recycled paper with soy-based inks.

Mercury is Toxic! Don’t Dump It!
Many items in your home like compact fluorescent lights (CFLs), fluorescent
light tubes, and old thermometers contain mercury. When not handled
carefully, you and your family may be exposed to mercury’s health impacts.
When not disposed of properly at your local Household Hazardous Waste (HHW)
facility, mercury may be released into the environment and find its way into our
waterways, where it enters the food chain and eventually contaminates our food.

Municipal Stormwater National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) Compliance

Contra Costa County
Household Hazardous Waste*
(HHW) Facilities

What’s WRONG with Mercury?

Mercury in the Environment

Mercury, often known as ‘quicksilver’, is the
earth’s only naturally occurring element
that’s a liquid at room temperature. Many
people are familiar, and often fascinated,
with its silvery droplets. But BEWARE, that
seemingly benign liquid metal is highly toxic
and harmful to both humans and wildlife.
Chronic exposure to even small amounts of
mercury, over a long period of time, may
cause negative health effects including
damage to the brain, kidneys and lungs.

Mercury is a toxic, persistent pollutant
that accumulates in the food chain. San
Francisco Bay, the Delta, Marsh Creek and
several other waterways in Contra Costa
County have been classified as “impaired” for
beneficial uses like fishing and cold water
habitat due to mercury contamination.

Because heavy metals like mercury cannot
be degraded or destroyed, they are persistent in the environment. Mercury is one of
the biggest environmental pollutants due
to its heavy weight relative to water. When
discharged to the environment, by spills or
illegal disposal, liquid mercury breaks apart
into tiny droplets that can pollute groundwater and be dispersed over a wide area,
making cleanup a challenge.

In Alice in Wonderland, the mad hatter was a felt
hat maker who became insane from exposure to
mercury nitrate that was commonly used in the
hat industy in the 1800’s.

Reducing sources of mercury is the best
way to reduce mercury contamination in
air and water. The goal is to keep mercury
from entering the stormdrain and sanitary
systems in the first place.

Does your Dental Office Have a
Mercury Recovery System?

Our County’s Municipal Regional Stormwater and East Contra Costa NPDES Permits
require municipalities implement Mercury
Control Programs to reduce the amount of
mercury entering into our waterways.
Most of the mercury contaminating our
waterways is carried via urban stormwater
from the following primary sources:
• Atmospheric deposition as a byproduct of coal burning, power plant
emissions, crematoriums and refineries.

Mercury Fate and Transport

• Naturally occuring mercury in forest
fires and volcanos
• Erosion from urban watersheds with
hotspots of industrial contamination,
landfills and legacy mining run-off.
• Accidental breakage of mercury –
containing instruments like switches,
thermometers, barometers, thermostats,
and blood pressure cuffs.
• Improper disposal of button cell
batteries, fluorescent light tubes, CFLs,
electronics, and older appliances.
Although we may not feel we have much
control over global mercury emissions, or
legacy mining discharges, we can do our
part to educate ourselves about mercury’s
hazards and its proper handling and disposal.
Mercury from industrial sources is released to the air and
falls to the ground. Runoff enters local water bodies.
Rain

Mercury (Hg)
Runoff

Erosion
Factory

One common contributor to mercury in our
waterways is dental offices that have not
installed a mercury recovery system in their
practices.
There are an estimated 120,000 dental
offices in the U.S. that use dental amalgam
(silver fillings) which contain mercury.
When removed and flushed into chair-side
drains, these discarded fillings account for
an estimated 3.7 tons of mercury discharged

to wastewater treatment plants (or 50%
of the loadings) each year. Of this, 90% is
captured in biosolids, while the remaining
10% is passed through the treatment system
to pollute receiving waterways, including the
fish and shellfish that we eat.
Amalgam separators which capture mercury
to be recycled and reused, can separate
out 95% of the mercury that is now being
discharged to wastewater treatment plants.

Bioaccumulation occurs
as MeHg+ moves up
the food chain via
consumption of fish.

Biomagnification occurs as small fish are eaten by
larger fish.
Mercury (Hg) settles into the sediment where bacteria chemically convert it to methyl mercury (MeHg+) that is
then taken up by microorganisms that small fish eat.

Mercury Moves up the Food Chain
The level of toxicity for mercury depends
on its chemical form. In the environment,
atmospheric mercury falls to the Earth with
precipitation to enter our area creeks,
reservoirs, the Delta and the Bay.
Under anerobic (without
oxygen) conditions, it is readily
converted to a methylated form
by microorganisms commonly
found in wetlands and floodplains. This
takes place by the addition of the simplest
organic molecule – methane. The product

– methyl mercury is highly toxic to certain
microorganisms and bio-accumulates in fat
stores/tissues as it moves up the food chain.
Methyl mercury is unhealthy for humans –
especially our off-spring, and
can result in neurological
disorders and kidney
damage.
The constant cycling of
mercury between its elemental,
ionic and methylated forms makes monitoring and load reduction strategies a challenge.

Methyl mercury bio-accumulates as it moves up the food chain. Due to mercury
contamination, several waterways in Contra Costa County have been classified as
“impaired” for beneficial uses like fishing and wildflife habitat.

Mercury Contamination in Fish
Fish caught in area waters often
contain mercury at concentrations that
may threaten the health of humans
consuming them.
American’s are most often exposed to
mercury’s adverse health effects by
consuming contaminated fish. There is
no method of cleaning or cooking fish that
will reduce the mercury contamination
within it.
Women of childbearing age should take
special precautions to limit their risk of
exposure. Developing fetuses exposed to
methyl mercury before birth are the most

sensitive to its neurotoxic effects. Young
children whose nervous systems are still
developing are at risk of suffering neurobehaviorial impacts including delayed
verbal skills, slow motor function, poor
coordination, and lowered intelligence.

Mercury Controls You Can Do
Living with the conveniences of mercury and mercury containing devices means we must do
our part to ensure it is not intentionally released into the environment only to make its way
up the food chain. Help to break the mercury pollution cycle. Take responsibility to:
• Know where your fish are coming
from. Never catch fish in restricted
areas such as inner harbors with heavy
industry or from shores with outfalls
draining urban areas following storms.
• Follow fish consumption guidelines
especially for women of child-bearing
age, if pregnant, and for children.

• Recycle your old appliances
and electronics. Many electronic
manufacturers and Universal Waste/
e-Waste recyclers sponsor take back programs; check www.Earth911.com for
local recycle options near your zipcode.

• Educate yourself about mercury, its
hazards and proper disposal. Even
though your thermostat from the 1940’s
may function fine, it is a potential source
of mercury contamination in your home,
if it breaks. Replace your old mercury
• Prevent erosion to stormdrains and
thermometer with a newer energysurface waters. Mercury and other
efficient programmable digital one.
stormwater pollutants of concern bind
to particles and sediment. By reducing
sediment loads to waterways, you can
• Reduce the use of mercuryhelp reduce mercury contributions.
containing products. Minimize
mercury’s risk and properly disposing of
mercury-containing waste. Go to EPA’s
Remember, standard
website www.epa.gov/hg/consumer.
incandescent light bulbs are
htm for information about alternatives
okay to dispose of in the trash,
to mercury-containing devices.
• Use low-mercury fluorescent lamps.
Now offered by many fluorescent light
manufacturers, these use up to 80% less
mercury than older fluorescent lights.

but NEVER fluorescent lights*

* Older fluorescent light fixtures may also have
a lamp ballast that contains PCBs that must also
be disposed of at your HHW facility.

Help the environment—use your local Household Hazardous Waste (HHW)
facility for the recycling of mercury-containing products, devices and equipment.

Mercury In Our Devices
Mercury’s special properties makes it very useful in a wide range of industrial and
commercial products. As long as these devices remain intact, mercury should not pose an
environmental health hazard. Here’s a list of some common and unique items which may
contain mercury:

Older Appliances

Pre-1972 appliances with electronic
mercury tilt switches, pressure sensors,
mercury thermocouples–
Space Heaters
Furnaces
Gas Stoves/Ranges
Microwaves

Antiques

that may contain mercury–
Barometers
Clock Pendalums (from mid-18th century)
Mirrors (w/reflective layer of mercury on
the glass)
Organs (bellows with manometer
regulator)

Commercial Gas Water Heaters
Boilers
Clothes Dryers
Washing Machines

Automobiles Parts

in some 2003 and earlier models

Gas Refrigerators

Wheel Balancers in 3 Quarter Ton Class and
Greater Trucks (i.e. F250, GM2500)

Gas Freezer Chests

School Bus Braking Systems

Gas Air Conditioners

Heated rear Windows
Air Bag/Seatbelt Acceleration Sensors
Interior Light Switches

Protect water quality by keeping
			
mercury-containing devices 			
						
out of our landfills.

Button Cell Batteries

Lighting

for calculators, toys, watches, etc.

Compact Fluorescent Lights (CFLs)

Acts as protective film around zincs
to prevent battery cell rupture from
production of hydrogen gas.

Fluorescent Light Tubes

Alkaline Manganese Oxide
(prior to 1996)

High-Intensity Discharge Lamps

Zinc Air

Neon Lights

Mercury Vapor Lamps
High Pressure Sodium Lamps

Silver Oxide

Electronics
LCDs (Liquid Crystal Display)
electrically energize mercury vapor
to generate visible light
CRTs (Cathode Ray Tubes = TVs)
Laptop screens

Medicines
As a preservative,
antibacterial

Medical Equipment
Blood Pressure Cuffs
Dialators/Weighted Tubing

Novelties
Exterior Latex Paint
Pre-1992 containing
PMA-Phenylmercuric
Acetate

Light-Emitting Shoes
Jewelry (pendant necklaces from Mexico)
Toys (some w/flickering lights)

Pesticides

Pre-1995 as a
fungicide, biocide

If a Mercury Containing Item Breaks

Convert to Fluorescent Lights & CFLs

Mercury readily evaporates into an odorless and colorless vapor when its outer container is
broken. This poses a toxic health and environmental hazard. If breaks occur – be prepared,
they may require a challenging clean-up effort. USEPA advises the following actions:

Fluorescent lights are a great way of
conserving energy. They contain the
gaseous form of mercury that electrically
phosphoresces (glows) to create light.
An average four foot fluorescent light
tube contains about 5 mg/L of mercury.
Cumulatively, this small amount
can add up to a significant
environmental threat if not
properly managed and recycled.

• Don’t breath the fumes; mercurycontaining items may release an
unhealthy vapor when broken.
• Clear the area of pets and people.
• Turn off central heating/air-conditioning
systems to prevent the spread of
mercury into the ducting system.
• Open the windows and let fresh air into
the area for at least 15 minutes.
• Wear gloves when handling mercury
waste.
• Recover as much free liquid as possible
using a piece of cardboard, eyedropper,
etc.; use a flashlight to help locate rogue
droplets; mercury will reflect the light.
• Place mercury waste into a resealable
ziplock or other closeable waste container like a jar; label it“Mercury Waste”
for proper hazard communication.
• Wipe the area with a damp paper
towel or similar wet wipe. Collect waste
fragments and contaminated cleanup
materials into the same container.

• Heavily contaminated clothing will need
to be properly disposed of along with
the other mercury waste since washing
clothing may contaminate your washing
machine and the wastewater stream.

Even a few drops of mercury
spilled from a thermometer can
pollute an entire room.
• Wash your hands after cleaning up
mercury spills/waste.
• Never vacuum the spill which further
disseminates the harmful vaporized
particles, (unless using a designated
mercury filter on a specialized recovery
device with filter that collects mercury
to be recycled.)
• Properly dispose of clean-up waste at
your local HHW facility.
• The reportable quantity for mercury is
one pound. If this amount, or greater,
is spilled to the environment, you must
notify the National Response Center by
calling 1-800-424-8802.

When spent or no longer
wanted, fluorescent lights are
classified as hazardous waste
(or universal waste when
recycled) and must be properly
disposed of at your local HHW
facility (FREE for residents).

Although fluorescent lights (FLs) and
compact fluorescent lights (CFLs) pose
a disposal challenge, they are energy
efficient using reportedly up to 50-75%
less energy than incandescent light bulbs.
They also last much longer–reportedly
up to 5-10 times longer than common
light bulbs (which can be tossed in the
regular trash).
Even though they present a
disposal hassle, USEPA recommends
conversion to the more environmentally-friendly CFLs. They are much
more economical and actually reduce
the overall amount of mercury pollution produced because of the energy
and power plant emissions they save.

In California, it is ILLEGAL to DISPOSE of FLs and CFLs in the TRASH.

How to Safely Manage Bulbs
• Cushion the bulbs by returning them to
their original cardboard boxes, shipping
containers or by wrapping them in newspaper. Then rubber-band multiple bulbs
together to help prevent breakage.
• Separate any accidentally broken bulbs
from intact ones into a leak-proof
container.

• Store labelled containers of bulbs in a safe
place to avoid breakage and mark the
storage area appropriately.
• When transporting bulbs to a HHW
facility or universal waste recycler, adults
are advised to not have children in the
car in case the bulbs accidentally break.

All fluorescent lights, including “green” bulbs contain mercury and must
be properly disposed of at your local HHW facility.

Regulation to Reduce Mercury

Mercury in the Bay-Delta Watershed

In 2006, USEPA launched its
Roadmap for Mercury that
reports past progress
and future efforts for
reducing mercury
contamination and its
use at home and aboard.

More information about the mercury in our area, both historically and currently:

EPA has also established a
Clean Air Mercury Rule with a
“cap-and-trade” system for mercury similar
to the Acid Rain Program established in
1995 which resulted in reduction of sulfur
dioxide and nitrogen oxides by 65%. The
Clean Air Mercury Rule includes an emission
budget for mercury and requires states
submit a plan which includes monitoring
and reporting requirements detailing how
they plan to reduce mercury emissions from
coal-fired power plants.
Closer to ‘home’ many Bay/Delta municipalities are collaborating to regionally
meet urban run-off requirements of the
San Francisco Bay Mercury TMDLs (Total
Maximum Daily Loads)* including a waste
load allocation of 120 kg/year by 2018 and
82 kg/year by 2028.

kg for medium sized (trophic level 3) fish,
such as bluegill and rainbow trout, and
0.24 mg/kg for larger (trophic level
4) fish, such as striped bass and
channel catfish.
In California, the historic 2008 Green
Chemistry Initiative championed
by California Department of Toxic
Substances Control (DTSC) begins the
process of prioritizing chemicals of concern
including mercury, found in consumer
products**, providing public access to
toxicity data and requiring manufacturers
to seek less toxic alternatives in the
manufacture of their products.
California’s Department of the Office of
Health Hazard Assessment (“OEHHA”)
http://oehha.ca.gov/ along with the
Department of Public Health sets fish
consumption guidelines for fish caught in
local waterways.

In the Delta, the Central Valley Regional
Waterboard’s Delta Methyl Mercury TMDL
includes a Delta Mercury Control Program
that sets fish tissue objectives of 0.08mg/

* A Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) is a regulatory term in the U.S. Clean Water Act (CWA), describing a
value of the maximum amount of a pollutant that a body of water can receive while still meeting water
quality standards.
** Excludes medical devices, dental amalgam and mercury lighting.

• Cinnabar or mercury sulfide (HgS) is
found in the Coast Range; it is the stable
common ore form that metallic mercury
is extracted from.
• 26M pounds of mercury were used to
recover gold during the CA Gold Rush.
• The Mt. Diablo Mercury Mine flows into
Marsh Creek (a delta tributary) with acid
mine drainage comprising 95% of the
creek’s mercury loads.
• Half of the mercury coming into the
Delta from the Central Valley is from
Cache Creek run-off as a result of historic
mining.
• Over 47,000 abandoned mines are
estimated to exist in CA. 900 of these
mines exist within the greater Bay-Delta
region and present environmental
hazards due to heavy metals and acid
mine drainage.
• Intensive gold and mercury mining
across the Bay-Delta watershed has left
a legacy of mercury contamination
causing many fish populations to be
tainted with mercury.
• Wetland restoration may often
exacerbate existing mercury problems
since wetlands are where the

methylation process occurs and flooded
habitats can accelerate methyl mercury
uptake through the food chain.

Much of the mercury found in the
Delta comes from historic mining
operations.
• Methylmercury sources in the Delta
include loadings from tributaries (58%);
wetlands (19%); open water (17%) like
dredging and flood control activities;
wastewater treatment (4%); irrigated
agriculture (2%) like rice crops; and
stormwater (<1%).
• Delta Tributaries Mercury Council is made
up of a group of stakekholders focused
on addressing mercury pollution in
Northern California.

