
REDUCING MERCURY USE IN ARTISANAL AND SMALL SCALE 
GOLD MINING(ASGM)

b) Environment
Mercury remains in the environment for decades; it is transported long distances and is deposited in the air, water, sediments, 
soil, and biota in various forms. 
Atmospheric mercury can be transported long distances, incorporated by microorganisms and concentrated up the food chain.

Minimizing Mercury Use and Exposure…
 1.Eliminate whore ore amalgamation
 Crushing and grinding the ore to a �ner particle size and then use carpeted or magnetic sluice boxes or gravity   
 concentration techniques such as panning or centrifuges
 2.Protective measures
 •Use of retorts when burning amalgam - A retort is a bowl or other vessel inverted over the burning amalgam in   
 which the mercury vapour is trapped and condensed
 •Use of gloves when handling mercury or amalgam. 

Minamata Convention on Mercury
In 2009, governments agreed to start intergovernmental treaty negotiations with the aim of preparing a global, legally binding 
mercury-control treaty in recognition of the harms to human health and the environment caused by mercury exposure. 
After three years of negotiations, The Minamata Convention on Mercury was adopted governments in October 2013 at a 
diplomatic conference in Kumamoto, Japan. 
The objective of the Minamata Convention on Mercury is “to protect the human health and the environment from 
anthropogenic releases of mercury and mercury compounds”.
The use of mercury in Artisanal and Small-Scale Gold Mining (ASGM) has been recognized as one of the largest sources of 
atmospheric mercury pollution in the world today and the mercury treaty includes provisions to assess and minimize the use of 
mercury in ASGM. Article 7 of the treaty relates to ASGM.

 

What is Mercury?
Mercury is a heavy metal that is toxic to human health. Mercury is especially dangerous for unborn babies and children 
because their brain and nervous system are still developing. Babies and children are very vulnerable to damage from 
mercury, which can be permanent.
 

Why is it Harmful?
Once emitted into the environment, mercury can travel great distances through the atmosphere, causing global 
contamination of ecosystems, �sh, birds, mammals, and the human food chain

How does it get emitted?
When Mercury is brought into contact with gold particles in sediments or crushed ore to ‘capture’ gold, it forms an 
“amalgam” (a soft mixture of mercury and gold). To recover the gold, the ‘amalgam’ is heated to evaporate the mercury, 
leaving the gold behind and Mercury is released (emitted) into air, water, and soil.

E�ects of Mercury
Mercury a�ects mainly the brain and the nerves. It can also a�ect the kidneys and heart. People exposed to mercury 
can have these symptoms on:

a) Human Health 
 - Headaches   - Trembling
 - Loss of memory   - Lack of coordination 
 - Kidney, heart and respiratory problems  - Emotional changes


