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Mercury: Aligning EU legislation with Minamata
Although mercury use has declined significantly in recent decades, mercury released into the air, or
water, or the soil, remains a serious threat to human health and the environment. In February 2016,
the Commission put forward a legislative proposal intended to align European Union (EU) legislation
with the United Nation's Minamata Convention on mercury signed in 2013. First-reading negotiations
with the Council delivered a compromise, which now awaits a vote in the March II plenary.

Background
Due to its unique properties, mercury is used in a variety of applications, including healthcare and measuring
equipment, electrical and electronic devices, industrial processes, and (outside Europe) artisanal and small-scale
gold mining. Although mercury use is being phased out in Europe in many applications, mercury released into
the air, or water, or the soil, travels over long distances, across borders, and remains a serious threat to human
health and the environment. The United Nations Environment Programme and the World Health Organization
list mercury among the 'ten chemicals of major public health concern'. In the EU, the 2005 mercury strategy
(updated in 2010) addresses mercury use and pollution, while a 2008 regulation bans mercury exports.

European Commission proposal
In February 2016, the Commission put forward a proposal repealing the Mercury Export Ban Regulation and
fully aligning EU legislation with the Minamata Convention, with a view to its ratification. In particular, the
proposal would ban the export and import of mercury and products containing mercury (with some
exemptions), restrict the use of mercury in certain manufacturing processes, ban new mercury uses in
products and manufacturing processes, restrict the use of mercury in dental amalgam, and set requirements
for the permanent storage of mercury waste. The Commission estimates that the total cost of the proposal
would be €13-135 million a year, and that the Minamata Convention would deliver benefits. These would
include a reduction in food-chain contamination, and the creation of a global level playing field for businesses,
which could benefit European companies already applying the best available techniques.

European Parliament position
The first-reading compromise, reached with the Council during interinstitutional negotiations and endorsed
by Parliament's Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI) Committee on 12 January 2017, introduces
a number of changes to the proposal. These include: widening the scope of the mercury export and import
bans; introducing limited exemptions to the ban on mercury use in products and manufacturing processes,
while tightening conditions regarding the authorisation of new products and processes; tightening restrictions
on dental amalgam, in particular as regards vulnerable groups and emissions from dental facilities, and
requiring Member States to draft national plans to phase down the use of dental amalgam; tightening
requirements for the treatment and storage of mercury waste, in particular requiring stabilisation treatment
before permanent storage; and requiring the Commission to set up an inventory of mercury-contaminated
sites and to carry out two reviews (one on mercury emissions from crematoria, phasing out dental amalgam
and tightening limit values for products; and a second on the implementation of the regulation). The
agreement is expected to be submitted for a first-reading vote in the March II plenary.

First reading: 2016/0023(COD); Committee
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Legislation in Progress' briefing, Mercury –
Aligning EU legislation with Minamata.

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32008R1102
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/Convention/tabid/3426/Default.aspx
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2014_2019/plmrep/COMMITTEES/ENVI/DV/2017/01-12/MercuryConsolidated_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2016/0023(COD)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2015/0289(COD)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/595887/EPRS_BRI(2017)595887_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/595887/EPRS_BRI(2017)595887_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/595887/EPRS_BRI(2017)595887_EN.pdf
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/

	Background
	European Commission proposal
	European Parliament position

