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Joint Standing Committee on Treaties 
PO Box 6021 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600 
 
 
 
REF.: Submission in response to Inquiry into the Minamata Convention on Mercury 
 
 

Mercury Australia welcomes moves by the Australian government to ratify the Minamata 

Convention.  Mercury Australia (www.mercury-australia.com.au) is a multi-disciplinary 

network of Australian university researchers investigating the historical and contemporary 

uses and impacts of mercury. Through its highly experienced team of scientists and social 

scientists, Mercury Australia aims to fill the significant knowledge gap on mercury research 

in Australia in order to address the magnitude and extent of human impacts on the 

biogeochemical cycle of mercury and the implications for human, plant and wildlife 

populations. 

Mercury Australia researchers are drawn from several complementary disciplines, in 

particular, chemists, environmental scientists, social scientists, and environmental 

historians, and are based at universities around Australia. The multi-disciplinary nature of 

our team allows us to not only understand and track the cycle of mercury in the 

environment over the long term, but also to present our research findings as practical policy 

advice for governments and the broader community. Recent work by Mercury Australia is 

showcased in the scientific journal Elementa: Science of the Anthropocene 

(https://online.ucpress.edu/elementa/pages/mercury in the southern hemisphere and t

ropics). Because of the range and breadth of expertise represented, Mercury Australia is 

well-placed to provide the expert support needed to meet obligations under the Minamata 

Convention. 

Our research has demonstrated that mercury pollution has been an issue in Australia for 

many years 1. Research worldwide and in Australia has shown that human activities have 

                                                           
1 Schneider, L. When toxic chemicals refuse to die—An examination of the prolonged mercury pesticide use in 
Australia. Elementa: Science of the Anthropocene (2021) 9 (1): 053. Lawrence, S.; Davies, P. Historical mercury 
losses from the gold mines of Victoria, Australia. Elementa: Science of the Anthropocene (2020) 8: 35. Fisher, 
J.A.; Nelson, P. Atmospheric mercury in Australia: Recent findings and future research needs. Elementa: 
Science of the Anthropocene (2020) 8 (1): 070. 
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significantly altered the global mercury cycle in the last 200 years. The amount of mercury in 

the environment is about four times higher than it was prior to the industrialisation period2.  

After emission from the source, mercury may reside in the atmosphere for approximately 

one year and is transferred to the Earth's surface via wet or dry deposition in elemental or 

particulate form. This long atmospheric residence time means that mercury pollution 

control requires a co-ordinated international approach. This is one of the reasons the 

Minamata Convention has been established, with the expectation for Australia to join 

another 132 countries in this global effort to control mercury pollution. 

We support Australian ratification of the convention for the following reasons: 

Australia will become part of the global community of like-minded countries aiming to 

control global emission and pollution of mercury: 

By ratifying the Minamata Convention, Australia will strengthen global political cooperation 

and efforts to address all aspects of the mercury issue collectively. Australia will join over 

132 other countries, giving Australia equal footing with its international counterparts in 

global efforts to control global mercury pollution. Becoming a party will allow Australia to 

shape the future of global mercury cooperation and the implementation of the Minamata 

Convention. This includes Australia’s participation in decision-making, and the right to 

nominate professionals to treaty-specific bodies including those conniving strategies for the 

implementation and compliance committee.  

Australia will have the latest guidance on reducing mercury pollution from human 

activities 

Mercury was and is still used in many products and processes. As stated in the Regulation 

Impact Statement prepared by the Department of Agriculture Water and the Environment, 

common sources of mercury emissions and releases in Australia include: air emissions from 

coal-fired power stations and non-ferrous metal smelters, the disposal of damaged 

fluorescent and low-energy lamps, leaking mercury-containing thermometers and batteries, 

and amalgam waste from dental practices.  

The ratification of the Minamata Convention would bring Australia’s management of 

mercury emission and pollution into line with international best practice, provide greater 

certainty for business and industry and create opportunities for Australian businesses to 

take advantage of global prospects. 

Protect the environment and human health from the harmful effects of mercury exposure 

Mercury is a heavy metal that is widespread and persistent in the environment. It is listed 

within the top 10 chemicals of major public health by the World Health Organisation due to 

                                                           
2 Fitzgerald, W.F. et al. Global and local sources of mercury deposition in coastal New England reconstructed 
from a multiproxy, high-resolution, estuarine sediment record. Environmental science & technology (2018) 52 
(14), 7614-7620. 
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