
how mercury poisoning works

EVER WONDER WHY PREGNANT PEOPLE ARE ADVISED TO MINIMIZE EATING TUNA? 

LARGE FISH ARE CONTAMINATED WITH MERCURY, A POTENT NEUROTOXIN. AN 
ESTIMATED 75,000 NEWBORNS IN THE UNITED STATES YEARLY MAY HAVE INCREASED 
RISK OF LEARNING DISABILITIES ASSOCIATED WITH IN-UTERO EXPOSURE TO 
MERCURY. BUT HOW DID MERCURY GET INTO FISH IN THE FIRST PLACE? 

THE ANSWER IS COAL-FIRED POWER 
PLANTS, THE LARGEST SOURCE OF TOXIC 
MERCURY POLLUTION IN THE UNITED 
STATES. 

WHEN A COAL SMOKESTACK IS NOT 
ADEQUATELY FILTERED, MERCURY AND  
OTHER POISONS—ARSENIC, LEAD, 
NICKEL, CHROMIUM, AND ACID GASES,  
LIKE SULFUR DIOXIDE (SO2) AND 
NITROGEN OXIDES (NOX)—ARE 
RELEASED INTO THE AIR. 

THAT MERCURY DRIFTS ACROSS THE  
GLOBE AND RAINS INTO OUR 
WATERWAYS, AFFECTING COMMUNITIES 
LOCATED NEAR COAL PLANTS THE MOST.  
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MICROORGANISMS AND BACTERIA 
IN LAKES AND RIVERS CONVERT 
THIS MERCURY FROM POWER 
PLANTS INTO A HIGHLY TOXIC 
FORM CALLED METHYLMERCURY. 

IT’S ABSORBED BY FISH  THROUGH 
THEIR GILLS AND DISPERSED 
THROUGH THEIR BODIES. 

METHYLMERCURY ACCUMULATES IN 
FATTY TISSUE. 



WHEN HUMANS EAT CONTAMINATED 
FISH, THEY INGEST MERCURY.  
MERCURY-POLLUTED FISH IS EATEN  
BY OTHER FISH, BIRDS, AND 
MAMMALS TOO. 
 
 TYPICALLY, THE LONGER A FISH 
LIVES, AND THE LARGER IT IS, THE 
MORE MERCURY ACCUMULATES IN 
ITS FLESH.  
 
TUNA, BLUEFISH, GROUPER, KING 
MACKEREL, MARLIN, SHARK, AND 
SWORDFISH ALL CONTAIN HIGH 
LEVELS OF MERCURY. 

ONCE WE EAT CONTAMINATED FISH, 
METHYLMERCURY ACCUMULATES IN THE 
ORGANS THAT HAVE THE MOST FATS. 

BREASTS: MERCURY IS FOUND IN 
BREAST MILK.  

BRAINS: METHYLMERCURY IS ABLE TO 
CROSS THE BLOOD-BRAIN BARRIER.  

PLACENTA: METHYLMERCURY CROSSES 
THE PLACENTA. 

FETUSES AND YOUNG CHILDREN ARE 
ESPECIALLY VULNERABLE TO MERCURY, 
WHICH CAN IMPACT NERVOUS SYSTEM  
AND BRAIN DEVELOPMENT AND IMPAIR  
GROWTH AND LEARNING AFTER BIRTH.

WHAT CAN WE DO? 
 
MERCURY POLLUTION IS AN ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE CONCERN AS HISTORICALLY MARGINALIZED 
COMMUNITIES OF COLOR BEAR THE HEAVIEST BURDEN OF AIR POLLUTION. 

MERCURY POISONING FROM COAL PLANTS CAN BE PREVENTED BY INSTALLING SCRUBBERS TO REDUCE 
EMISSIONS. THE MERCURY AND AIR TOXICS STANDARDS (MATS), FIRST IMPLEMENTED BY EPA IN 2012 
AND UPDATED IN 2024 WITH NEW PROTECTIONS AGAINST MERCURY AND OTHER AIR TOXICS, HAVE BEEN 
LARGELY SUCCESSFUL. STILL, THERE’S MORE WORK TO DO. 

JOIN MOMS TO URGE EPA TO CONSISTENTLY UPDATE MATS WITH THE STRONGEST STANDARDS POSSIBLE.
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