Mercury and You: An overview of mercury pollution and why we should be concerned.
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Scientists have known for some time that mercury is toxic. Common modes of exposure include: ingestion, inhalation and skin absorption. Exposure effects can include central nervous system and kidney damage. Acute exposure can lead to nausea, blurred vision, excessive salivation and respiratory problems. Chronic exposure has been linked to memory disturbance, hypertension, vision problems, hallucinations, tremors and personality changes. Mercury exposure is of special concern to pregnant or lactating women and young children because mercury can cross the blood-brain barrier, and because it can affect brain development. Many states, as well as the US EPA, have issued fish consumption advisories specifically targeting these populations, due to concerns over developmental disabilities in infants from mercury exposure. 
The mercury found in fish is generally in the form of methyl mercury, a particularly toxic byproduct of biological processes (like algal blooms and microbial activity) that transform elemental mercury to an organic form in the water. This organic form of mercury is more readily absorbed by fish and other aquatic organisms and tends to become more concentrated at higher levels of the food chain through bioaccumulation. Although the level of mercury present in a watershed depends to some extent on surface and sedimentary geology and water discharge levels, atmospheric deposition of mercury on the land is generally accepted as a major source of mercury in surface waters. Runoff from a watershed tends to direct mercury into catchments (lakes and streams) where it is transformed into methyl mercury and introduced to the food chain.
In a 2001 presentation, the US EPA said that 90 percent of mercury emissions from coal-fired power plants (the primary human-caused source of mercury emissions) could be cut by 2008 through the use of what is known as Maximum Achievable Control Technology (MACT). Environmental and fishing groups anticipated that the Bush administration would follow the MACT plan, mandated for highly toxic emissions by the Clean Air Act, due to the high profile that mercury pollution has attained. However, the EPA, under Bush, has unveiled a set of “cap and trade” regulations that proposes to reduce overall mercury levels by 70 percent by 2018, a ten year delay in emissions reduction. According to the EPA, this approach will be “the most cost effective way to achieve reductions.” Although a similar strategy has shown success in reducing the emissions that cause acid rain, many skeptics say that mercury is too toxic to be regulated under this kind of system. The day before the EPA unveiled its proposal to weaken limits on mercury pollution, the administration’s own Children's Health Protection Advisory Committee urged the EPA to reconsider the plan, warning that the mercury regulations did not adequately protect children's health. 
The Northeast States for Coordinated Air Use Management, an association of state air quality control divisions, concluded that mercury emissions could be reduced by over 90 percent through a combination of existing pollution controls and mercury reduction technologies without placing an undue economic burden on the power industry. Industry testimony last year before the Senate Committee on Environment and Public Works also supported these reductions. Additionally, a study performed by the National Environmental Trust using federal data concluded that “50 power plants, with about 150 boiler units, are already achieving mercury emissions reductions of at least 90 percent, without even installing the best controls.” Clearly, implementing the use of control technologies to eliminate the vast majority of mercury emissions from power plants on an industry-wide basis is a realistic and achievable goal.
Several states have already decided that the federal plan proposed in the Clear Skies legislation is too lax. The attorneys general from ten states (mostly the eastern states most affected by the fallout from coal power plant emissions) and 45 senators (including seven Republicans) have sent letters to the EPA saying that the proposed mercury regulations do not adequately address the very real threat to health posed by mercury emissions. These letters highlight the growing concern over the skewed manner in which the administration has balanced the needs of the energy industry with the requirements of the Clean Air Act. The proposed rules on mercury closely resemble the wish list of the energy industry. According to The New York Times, some sections of the rules are nearly identical to proposals by lobbyists with ties to current EPA officials. New Jersey Gov. James E. McGreevey said, “The federal government is literally rewriting the clean air rules to give the worst actors a free pass to pollute in perpetuity.” Following the release of a new EPA advisory concluding the estimated number of infants exposed to high levels of mercury is probably double the 320,000 previously estimated, Rep. Tom Allen (D-Maine) and others have requested an investigation by the EPA inspector general into “allegations of undue industry influence in the rule-making process.” New Jersey announced in December that it will follow the MACT plan. Other states including Massachusetts, Iowa, and Michigan may do the same. 

