
• Mercury is a common, 
naturally occurring metal 
that is a liquid at room 
temperature.   

• It is a silvery white liquid 
that is “thicker” and 
heavier than water.  

• It will roll around in 
beads when spilled 
onto a flat surface.   

• Mercury is a dan-
gerous poison.   

• It evaporates very eas-
ily into the air. 

• It is very difficult to treat 
and remove once it is in 
the environment. 

• It accumulates in the tis-
sue of animals as it 
moves “up” the food 
chain.  In other words, 
small fish have a little, 

but bigger fish that eat 
the small fish have 
more. 
• It easily forms 
“alloys” with other 
metals. 
• Mercury expands 

uniformly with tempera-
ture making it ideal for 
use in thermostats. 

• It is an excellent conduc-
tor of electricity. 

What is Mercury? 

 

Early Symptoms of 
Mercury Poisoning  

• Numbness and tingling in fingers 
and toes 

• Irritability 

• Tremors 

If you experience any of 
these symptoms and believe 
you may have been exposed 
to mercury, seek treatment 
immediately.  With treatment 
recovery is possible. 
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Inside this issue: 

As part of the City’s continued effort to make our environment cleaner and health-
ier, Team Green Southwest Louisiana and the Wastewater Division are working to-

gether to eliminate mercury from our recreational lakes and streams.  Mercury is very diffi-
cult and expensive to remove from wastewater once it has entered the collection and treat-
ment system (sewer lines, lift stations, pumps and treatment plants). It has been estimated 
that the mercury from one 4-foot fluorescent lamp can contaminate 6,000 gallons of water be-
yond the safe level for drinking.  In the last 15 years, the number of fish consumption adviso-
ries in Louisiana has increased tremendously, with several occurring in southwest Louisiana 
near Lake Charles.  This newsletter contains some general information on mercury, its 
sources in your home and ways you can help reduce contamination of our waterways.  If you 
have any questions, comments or suggestions, we will be more than happy to respond.  

Why is the City sending this newsletter? 
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How does Mercury get into the environment? 

When people in Lake 
Charles think of mercury 
contamination, most 
point to the large indus-
tries, which share our 
waterways.  While it is 
true that early industrial 
processes across the lake 
sent mercury into our en-
vironment, this is no longer the 
case.  Because of stricter controls 
by the EPA and DEQ, industries 
have found ways to reduce and re-
claim mercury in their processes.  

Today, the City of Lake 
Charles is looking for 
ways to reduce the 
amount of mercury we 
are putting into the envi-
ronment.  The source of 
this mercury is mostly 
residential and normal 
commercial businesses.  

In other words, it’s not any exotic 
industry or process that contrib-
utes mercury to our sewers, it’s the 
normal everyday products found 
in many homes and businesses.  

You may be surprised where mer-
cury can be found in your homes, 
schools and workplaces.  Some 
places mercury may be lurking in 
your life: 

• Fever thermometers 
• Thermostats (in A/C units, re-

frigeration, automobiles and 
more) 

• Household cleaners such as 
bleach 

• Fluorescent light bulbs 
• Neon lamps 

• High Intensity lamps 
• Wall switches 
• Batteries 
• Paints 
• Pesticides 
• Antiseptics such as mercu-
rochrome 
• Older microwaves 
• Stoves and ovens 

This is just a short list of products you en-
counter everyday which may contain mer-
cury. 

Where is Mercury in my home? 
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What can I do about Mercury in my home? 

and disposed of in one lot.  Fluorescent light 
bulbs are a perfect example of this.  By 

placing used bulbs into the boxes 
the new bulbs come in, you are 
taking up no more storage room 
and preventing accidental break-
age.  Batteries should be recycled, 
not placed in the garbage.  This 
prevents not only mercury con-

tamination but also the leakage of acid, 
lead and other heavy metals into the en-
vironment. 

You may be wondering if it is safe to con-
tinue using  items with mercury in them.  
The answer is yes.  As long as 
mercury is safely contained in 
an airtight, unbroken device it 
poses no threat to you or your 
family. The danger from mer-
cury is when these normally 
safe devices are broken open.  
Then the mercury can vaporize and be in-
haled by anyone in the area.  It can also be 
absorbed through the skin.  Pets and small 
children may be in danger of ingestion if the 
spill is absorbed into carpeting.   
 If a unit containing mercury is being 
replaced, ask the installer if they will re-
move and properly dispose of the old one. 
Some items can be stored, if space permits, 

As long as mercury is contained 

in an airtight, unbroken device it 

is safe. 

thermometer, a little more 
than half a gram.  Remember 
that mercury is heavier than 
water, so two tablespoons of 
mercury weigh more than 
one pound (around 450 
grams).  If the spill is large or 
if you have any doubts as to 
whether you can handle it 

yourself, you can call 911 and the HAZ-
MAT team will come out; there is a charge 
for clean-up and disposal. 

When  a mercury containing 
device in your home, office 
or school gets broken, or is 
replaced, it is important to be 
sure to dispose of it properly.  
Never dispose of mercury or 
a mercury containing device 
in the garbage, sewer or 
storm drain.  These are paths 
of environmental mercury contamination.  If 
a mercury containing device is broken, re-
leasing liquid mercury, it should be cleaned 
up properly to prevent spreading the con-
tamination.  The general public can safely 
clean up the amount of mercury in a fever 

What happens if Mercury spills? 



How can I clean up a Mercury spill? 
other absorbent surface, the item should 
be sealed in an airtight bag for disposal.  
If necessary, cut the contaminated area 
out of the carpet for disposal.  The bro-
ken item and anything that came in con-
tact with mercury, including clothing 
and shoes, should be sealed in a well-
labeled, airtight container until such time 
as they can be disposed of properly.  
Never wash any items that came into 
contact with the mercury in a washing 
machine or dishwasher as this contami-
nates the machine and the sewer to 
which it is connected.  Some mercury-
containing devices, such as fluorescent 
bulbs, do not contain liquid mercury but 
may still release mercury vapors into the 
air if broken.  These devices should be 
handled carefully and all the pieces 

placed into an airtight container.  Do not touch 
any of the pieces with bare skin and place any 
other materials that came in contact with the 
pieces in the container also.   

Turn off ceiling fans, air condition-
ers and all other sources of ventila-
tion to avoid spreading fumes. 
Never use a vacuum cleaner, as this 
will only vaporize the mercury.  Al-
ways be sure to remove all jewelry 
before attempting to clean up a mer-
cury spill, as mercury is one of the 
few things with which gold will re-
act.  Jewelry contaminated by mer-
cury must be professionally cleaned 
before it is safe to wear again.  Al-
ways use rubber gloves when at-
tempting to clean up a mercury spill 
to prevent skin absorption of the 
mercury.  Never use a broom to at-
tempt to remove mercury as it will 
only break the droplets into smaller 
pieces and spread them.  A squee-
gee or piece of cardboard can be used to keep 
mercury drops from spreading.  An eyedrop-
per can be used to suck the mercury safely off 
a hard surface.  If a spill occurs on carpet, or 

The $1,500 Vacuum 

Cleaner 

 

A major mercury spill 

occurred in a hospital in a 

carpeted room at 2 AM. No 

one knew what to do; a nurse 

made the unfortunate 

decision to vacuum it with a 

regular vacuum cleaner.  The 

vacuum had to be wrapped 

up and made ready for 

disposal as hazardous waste 

at a cost of $1,500! 

RESIDENTIAL MERCURY COLLECTION SITE 
Open every Friday 

9:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. 
Wastewater Division 

1132 W. 18th St. 
Lake Charles, LA 70601 

 

Items Accepted 
 

Thermometers (silver liquid in tube) 
 

Thermostats (all non-electronic) 
 

Lamps (fluorescent, high intensity discharge (HID), neon, mercury vapor, high pressure sodium and metal halide) 
 

Old Alkaline Batteries (bought before 1990. Check expiration date.) 
 

Vials or Jars of Mercury 
 

The items listed above should never be placed in household garbage as they present dangers to family, sanitation 
workers and the environment.  Items with mercury should be stored in a safe manner to limit opportunities for break-
age (many of these items, when broken, release mercury vapor into the air). 

For safe storage instructions, please call 
337-491-1450 or 337-491-9185. 


