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While the Australian government congratulates itself on ratifying the Paris Agreement on climate
change, it is dragging its feet on a less well known, but very important, international treaty on air
pollution. Despite signing in 2013 , Australia has still not ratified the UN’s Minamata Convention
on Mercury. 

Mercury is a potent neurotoxin. In fact, the treaty is named after the city of Minamata in Japan,
where mercury release was linked to developmental disorders  after pregnant women ate
contaminated fish in the 1960s. 

Currently human activities are releasing around 2,000 tonnes of mercury each year. Scientists
predict that this could reach 3,400 tonnes each year  in 2050 unless we take action. 

Australia’s reticence puts us behind 35 nations that have ratified the convention , including
developing nations such as Madagascar, Gabon, Guinea, Guyana, Lesotho, Djibouti and
Nicaragua. So what’s the holdup? 

Why reduce mercury?

The goal of the Convention is to protect human health and the environment from anthropogenic
(human-caused) emissions and releases of mercury and mercury compounds.

Airborne mercury emissions can be transported far from their point of origin, even across
continents, and are dispersed widely before being deposited, primarily via rainfall, into lakes and
streams and the ocean.

The most important chemical forms of mercury are elemental mercury (Hg), divalent inorganic
mercury (Hg²⁺), methylmercury (CH₃Hg⁺), and dimethylmercury ((CH₃)₂Hg). 

Through chemical conversion, mercury compounds enter food webs. Mercury becomes
concentrated at the top of the food chain, in predatory fish through a process of
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http://mercuryconvention.org/Countries/tabid/3428/Default.aspx
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0140673606696657
https://www.sciencemag.org/content/341/6153/1457
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/Countries
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biomagnification. Readers with a penchant for tuna sashimi or sushi might have some concern
about mercury, as research highlighted on The Conversation pointed out that mercury levels in
tuna are increasing
.

People are exposed to methylmercury through their diet, particularly if it is high in fish, and
especially those high up the food chain.

As methylmercury, mercury damages the human central nervous system and is extremely
harmful to pregnant women and their offspring
.

The Mercury Convention

Australia signed the Minamata Convention on Mercury on 10 October 2013 at Kumamoto in
Japan, when the text of the Convention was first adopted and opened for signature. But it has
not taken sufficient action since then to ratify it.

One issue is that the Convention will not come into force unless enough countries ratify it. 50
ratifications or accessions are required, but so far there have been only 35.

In March 2014, the Department of Environment issued a public consultation paper  seeking the
views of the Australian public on ratifying the Convention.

In January 2015, the Department of Environment commissioned an economics consulting firm
to undertake a cost-benefit analysis of ratifying  the Minamata Convention. That
taxypayer-funded document has not been made public. Nor has the timetable for ratification.
The consulting firm claims the report is the “intellectual property” of the Australian government. 

Electricity sector a major source

It is likely that one reason for the delay in ratification is deference to the objections voiced by the
fossil-fuel energy sector. The electricity sector is a significant source of mercury emissions in
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https://theconversation.com/the-mercury-level-in-your-tuna-is-getting-higher-37147
https://theconversation.com/the-mercury-level-in-your-tuna-is-getting-higher-37147
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7734058
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7734058
http://www.environment.gov.au/protection/chemicals-management/mercury/consultation-proposed-ratification
http://www.marsdenjacob.com.au/cost-benefit-analysis-australia-ratifying-minamata-convention/
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nations that rely heavily on coal-fired electricity generation, including Australia. Coal currently
supplies about 75% of Australia&rsquo;s electricity  (excluding rooftop solar). 

The latest data  from the National Pollutant Inventory show that 2,700kg of mercury were
emitted  from 105 electricity
generators in 2014-15, an increase from the previous year’s emissions of 2,600kg. 

The nation’s top three mercury emitters from the electricity sector were all power stations in
Victoria, burning brown coal (lignite): Hazelwood (420kg; due to close in 2017), Yallourn
(310kg), and Loy Yang B  (290kg, down from 470kg).

Pollution is regulated by state environment protection authorities , but pollution licenses show
an alarming lack of attention by the regulator to the issue. For example, the 
licence for Hazelwood power station
places limits on carbon monoxide, chlorine compounds, NO₂, particulate pollution, and sulfur
oxides, but does not regulate mercury at all. The word does not even feature in the licence. 

Mercury is capped under general Victorian air pollution regulations , but in combination with
antimony, arsenic, cadmium and lead.    

Tightening pollution controls

Unlike the United States, Australia does not have a federal Clean Air Act . The question of
mercury emissions from coal combustion is largely left to state pollution laws. 

Australian federal environmental laws do not regulate or restrict emissions of either mercury or
carbon dioxide from coal-fired power stations. This is especially the case since the July 2014
repeal of the price signal that had been set by the carbon tax.  

What would ratifying the Minimata Convention mean for coal power stations? As mercury
pollution is now a matter of international concern there is a strong constitutional basis  for
Federal legislative action, even prior to the Convention coming into force. 
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http://www.npi.gov.au/npi-data/search-npi-data
http://www.npi.gov.au/npidata/action/load/summary-result/criteria/substance-name/Mercury%2B%2526%2Bcompounds/subthreshold-data/Yes/substance/55/destination/ALL/source-type/ALL/year/2014
http://www.npi.gov.au/npidata/action/load/summary-result/criteria/substance-name/Mercury%2B%2526%2Bcompounds/subthreshold-data/Yes/substance/55/destination/ALL/source-type/ALL/year/2014
http://www.gdfsuezau.com/about-us/asset/Loy-Yang-B-Power-Station
http://www.epa.vic.gov.au/our-work/licences-and-approvals/search-licence
https://crm.epa.vic.gov.au/contentserver/contentserver.dll?get&amp;pVersion=0046&amp;contRep=CRMORDER&amp;docId=005056A072D11ED4B58334251597329C&amp;compId=Licence%2046436_STATUTORY.PDF&amp;accessMode=r&amp;authId=CN%3DECP&amp;expiration=99991231235959&amp;secKey=MIH4BgkqhkiG9w0BBwKggeowgecCAQExCzAJBgUrDgMCGgUAMAsGCSqGSIb3DQEHATGBxzCBxAIBATAZMA4xDDAKBgNVBAMTA0VDUAIHIBIEMAAWVDAJBgUrDgMCGgUAoF0wGAYJKoZIhvcNAQkDMQsGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAcBgkqhkiG9w0BCQUxDxcNMTUwNjMwMTQ0NzU3WjAjBgkqhkiG9w0BCQQxFgQUUQpjh%2F%2B0VeuWUSqlYDwcdRP8bBswCQYHKoZIzjgEAwQvMC0CFQCl%2BfxuXYX4FDTDQLZ3xGxWe6RdEgIUDrhWEq1YJxzSy8zvJTdMj2TTOAY%3D
http://www.epa.vic.gov.au/about-us/legislation/air-legislation#sepp_air_quality
https://www.epa.gov/laws-regulations/summary-clean-air-act
http://eresources.hcourt.gov.au/showbyHandle/1/233611
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State pollution control regulations will need to be tightened to impose stricter limits on mercury
emissions. Presently the standards found in some of the pollution licences  are much weaker
than those to be applied under 
the US standard introduced in 2013
.

Unsurprisingly, the owners of Australia’s coal-fired generators have pushed back against stricter
pollution controls implied under the Convention, as shown by their submissions to the public
consultation paper .

They claimed that “if Australia is forced to adopt US-based mercury emissions reduction
technologies, new and existing coal-based plant would cease to be competitive”, and pleaded
that “requirements to retrofit Australian coal-based power stations with mercury capturing
equipment would not only be very costly and unnecessary”.

Such pollution controls are only unnecessary if we are unconcerned about the environmental
and health implications of mercury emissions. Researchers at MIT found that the US standard
will provide benefits worth billions of dollars each year . 

Given Australia’s recent ratification of the Paris Agremeent, it would seem consistent for the
Australian government to move ahead more rapidly with the ratification of the Mercury
Convention. This will require a closer examination of the adequacy of domestic laws in order to
implement the Minamata Convention.   

The Minamata Convention has not been tabled yet in Federal Parliament and this means the
Joint Standing Committee on Treaties has not yet moved ahead with its part of the ratification
process.

New Zealand’s analysis  of ratification concluded it was “strongly” in that country’s interest to
ratify. Even if the Australian government continues to delay ratification of the Minamata
Convention, it is likely to come into force quite soon, and the international scientific literature is
already making a strong case for stricter emissions controls in Australia.  

 4 / 5

http://epa.nsw.gov.au/prpoeo/index.htm
https://www.epa.gov/mats
http://www.environment.gov.au/submissions/minimata-convention/australian-coal-based-electricity-generators.pdf
http://www.environment.gov.au/submissions/minimata-convention/australian-coal-based-electricity-generators.pdf
https://theconversation.com/are-tighter-epa-controls-on-mercury-pollution-worth-it-53551
http://www.treasury.govt.nz/publications/informationreleases/ris/pdfs/ris-mfe-nia-nov13.pdf
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Ratification of the Mercury Convention by Australia is a necessary step for human health and
the environment.

James Prest receives funding from the Australia-Indonesia Centre. 
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Read more http://theconversation.com/why-wont-australia-ratify-an-international-deal-to-cut-m
ercury-pollution-68820
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