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More than 130 Nations Begin Mercury Treaty
Talks
JOHN HEILPRIN, Associated Press
GENEVA (AP) — Delegates from more than 130 nations began a final round of
negotiations on Sunday that are expected to lead to the creation of the first legally
binding international treaty to reduce mercury emissions.
The treaty would set enforceable limits on the emissions of mercury, a highly-toxic
metal that is widely used in chemical production and small-scale mining,
particularly artisanal gold production.
Swiss diplomat Franz Perrez, whose nations helped prompt the call for the treaty,
told reporters on Sunday in Geneva that "we are confident that we'll be able to
conclude here this week" with a final document that nations will adopt later this
year.
Fernando Lugris of Uruguay, who chairs the negotiations, said the six-day
conference that has drawn almost 900 delegates and dozens of non-governmental
organizations from around the world already has agreed on a draft text to be used
this week for negotiations.
The U.N. environment program reported last week that mercury pollution in the top
layer of the world's oceans has doubled in the past century, part of a man-made
problem that will require international cooperation to fix.
The report by the U.N. Environment Program, which is helping to sponsor the
treaty talks, showed for the first time that hundreds of tons of mercury have leaked
from the soil into rivers and lakes around the world.
Communities in developing countries face increasing health and environmental risks
linked to exposure to mercury, which comes from sources such as coal burning and
the use of mercury to separate metal from ore in small-scale gold mining, the U.N.
agency says.
About 70 countries are involved in so-called artisanal gold mining, putting up to 15
million miners at risk of exposure to mercury, including 3 million women and
children, said David Piper of the U.N. Environment Program.
But the risk of mercury exposure in gold mining "cannot be solved through a ban,"
said Perrez, who called that aspect of the negotiations "a special situation" that
requires a more complex approach.
Mercury concentrations pose the greatest risk of nerve damage to pregnant women,
women of childbearing age and young children.
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As a naturally occurring element, mercury comes from the earth's crust and, like
some other elements, cannot be created or destroyed. Some natural processes, like
volcano eruptions and weathering of rocks, release mercury into the environment.
But about 30 percent of mercury emissions come from human causes, which the
treaty would seek to reduce.
Once it gets into the land, air and water, mercury accumulates in fish and wildlife
and goes up the food chain. Most of it isn't removed until ocean or lake sediments
bury it, or other mineral compounds trap it.
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