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Frequently Asked Questions About Mercury 

What is mercury? 

• Mercury is a naturally occurring element found in rocks, soil, water and air. It exists in 
three forms: elemental (also known as metallic mercury or quicksilver), inorganic 
mercury and organic mercury. 

o Elemental mercury is a silvery liquid. Older thermometers and some 
thermostats, barometers and other items can contain elemental mercury. If 
these items are broken, the mercury can spill out. Elemental mercury can 
evaporate and release vapor that can be breathed in. Even a spill as small as a 
broken mercury fever thermometer can be harmful. 

o Inorganic mercury includes mercuric sulfide and mercurous chloride. Mercuric 
sulfide (cinnabar) is a red pigment. Mercurous chloride (calomel) was used as a 
teething powder and other forms were used as skin bleaches. 

o Organic mercury includes methylmercury. Methylmercury is found in fish and 
shellfish. 

• Mercury is also present in the environment from manufacturing plants, burning coal 
and waste, and mining, especially gold mining. Mercury can travel long distances 
though the air, causing it to be widespread in the environment. 

Why are blood and urine tested for mercury? 

• Mercury in blood can show recent exposure, either from breathing high amounts of 
elemental mercury vapor or from eating fish or seafood. 

• Mercury in urine can show longer-term exposure to inorganic mercury. 

How are people exposed to mercury? 

• Eating fish, seafood and seaweed containing methylmercury. Certain fish species have 
more methylmercury in them than other species. 

• Breathing dust or eating dirt containing mercury due to nearby industrial facilities. 
• Using skin products containing mercury such as some skin lightening and anti-aging 

creams. 
• Breathing in elemental mercury vapor after breaking a mercury-containing item such 

as fluorescent light bulbs, mercury thermometers, and thermostats. 
o Spilled elemental mercury can enter fabric, shoes and other materials and 

release vapor. Elemental mercury liquid can be accidentally transported to 
other locations if contaminated items are moved around. 

• People with older silver fillings may have some mercury exposure. More exposure can 
occur if the fillings are removed. 
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• Breathing dusts containing mercury or vapors from elemental mercury during work. 
Workplaces that commonly involve mercury include smelting, coal-burning power 
plants and incinerator operations. 

How can mercury harm people’s health? 
• All forms of mercury are known toxic substances. Exposure to high amounts of 

mercury may increase the risk of health effects, including harm to the brain, nervous 
system and kidneys. 

• Breathing high levels of elemental mercury vapors for a long time can cause a variety 
of health effects, including: 

o Neurological and behavioral disturbances. 
o Lung damage. 
o Increases in blood pressure or heart rate. 
o Skin rashes. 
o Narrowed vision. 
o Numbness and tingling in the hands and feet. 

• Exposure to mercury in pregnant people and young children is especially serious 
because exposure to mercury early in life can cause problems with brain 
development, learning and behavior. 

How can people reduce their exposure to mercury? 

• Follow Eat Safe Fish guidelines for sport-caught fish and store-bought fish. Guidelines 
are available at Michigan.gov/eatsafefish. 

• Do not use imported face creams for skin lightening, anti-aging or acne unless you are 
certain that they do not contain mercury. 

• Carefully handle and dispose of products that contain mercury, such as mercury 
thermometers, mercury-containing thermostats and fluorescent light bulbs. If they 
break, properly clean them up. 

o For information on cleaning up mercury spills visit Michigan.gov/Mercury. 
• When working at a job with the potential for mercury exposure: 

o Practice good personal hygiene by washing hands often, especially before 
eating or drinking, and by showering after working. 

o Use personal protective equipment (PPE) as directed. 
o Do not eat, drink, smoke or vape in the workplace. 

Questions? 

Call 1-800-648-6942 or visit Michigan.gov/DEHBio and click on “MiChEM” to view additional resources. 

The Michigan Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS) does not discriminate against any individual or group on the basis of 
race, national origin, color, sex, disability, religion, age, height, weight, familial status, partisan considerations, or genetic information. Sex-
based discrimination includes, but is not limited to, discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, sex 
characteristics, and pregnancy. 
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