
An open letter to federal and state regulators, departments of health,
product manufacturers, businesses, and consumers from over 60

physicians nationwide.

It is…imperative that we develop specific and timely responses which will
substantially reduce and, ultimately, virtually eliminate, mercury emissions to the

environment…At stake is the capacity of our children to develop to their full
potential—not only their ability to walk and run normally but to learn and

remember as they grow.

December 16, 1998

As healthcare professionals we are deeply concerned about the responsibility that we all share for
human exposure to the toxic metal mercury.  In particular, the developing brains of fetuses and infants in
many parts of the world are at risk.  It is, therefore, imperative that we develop specific and timely
responses which will substantially reduce and, ultimately, virtually eliminate, mercury emissions to the
environment.

Mercury exists in several forms and may cause a wide range of health effects.  However,
methylmercury, which results from bacterial transformation of inorganic mercury in sediments of water
bodies, is of particular concern.  Methylmercury is highly persistent and bioaccumulates in the food
chain. It  contaminates freshwater and marine fish throughout the world. Fish consumption  is the major
pathway of human exposure, and the critical toxic effect of methylmercury is its interference with normal
brain development.

Methyl mercury easily crosses the placenta and enters the fetal brain where it causes abnormal DNA
and RNA synthesis, resulting in aberrant neuronal migration and organization.  Although it has been
known for some time that unusually high prenatal methylmercury exposure may result in severe
psychomotor retardation, the threshold exposure  necessary to cause more subtle diverse effects has been
the subject of recent epidemiological studies.  Detailed longitudinal neurodevelopmental testing of
several cohorts of children exposed to  mercury prenatally shows that adverse effects occur at exposure
levels much lower than previously considered harmful.

Though there is uncertainty  about the level of exposure below which no adverse effects are likely to
occur, we are concerned that this debate may obscure certain observations which deserve the attention
and response of the general public, industry, and government regulators.

Of particular importance are effects of low-level  mercury exposure on subtle but important cognitive
brain functions. Adverse effects on learning capacity, attention, and memory appear to occur at
significantly lower levels of prenatal exposure than more easily measured psychomotor delays. Historical
parallels with our understanding of the developmental neurotoxicity of lead should not be ignored.   As
we learned to examine better for the toxic effects of low-level lead exposure, we progressively lowered
our estimate of what we considered to be a safe level.  Our understanding of mercury neurotoxicity has
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progressed similarly, and we must avoid the temptation to conclude that we can establish a safe level of
exposure with certainty.

Human activity has fundamentally altered the global biogeochemical cycling of mercury.  According
to the EPA, in their 1997 report to Congress, anthropogenic emissions of mercury to the air are 50-75%
of the total input from all sources. Consequently, we must assume responsibility for the bulk of current
and future human exposures.

At the present time, freshwater fish in nearly 40 states are sufficiently contaminated with mercury to
require warnings to pregnant women or women of reproductive age not to consume the fish because of
potential threats to the developing brains of their children. Moreover, in some areas of the country, there
has been a steady increase in mercury levels over the past decade.

Lost in aggregate analyses are groups of people who eat larger than average amounts of fish because
of dietary habits or out of economic necessity. In many instances they are unaware of fish advisories,
unable to read them, or unable to heed their warnings. Fish are an important and, for some people, a
primary source of protein and other nutrients. Regrettably, human activity has contaminated this food
supply with a long-lived toxic compound that interferes with normal brain development.

The science which identifies and explains the developmental neurotoxicity of mercury is compelling.
It is imperative that we identify and reduce all sources of anthropogenic mercury emissions into the
environment. Fish are a critical source of nutrition for many people throughout the world.  It is
unacceptable that, in many places, fish are unsafe to eat because of mercury contamination. At stake is
the capacity of our children to develop to their full potential—not only their ability to walk and run
normally but to learn and remember as they grow.

Toxicologists should and will debate minimal risk levels of exposure.  However, this should not
divert us from the important public health task at hand.

We urge:
1. Federal and state regulators to identify sources of anthropogenic mercury emissions and take the

steps necessary to substantially reduce those emissions with the goal of their virtual elimination.
2. Product manufacturers to clearly and publicly identify products which contain mercury and to work

toward elimination of mercury-use wherever possible.
3. Consumers to identify mercury-containing products that they use and to purchase substitutes

whenever possible. Physicians and hospital-supply purchasers have a particular obligation in this
regard.

4. All users of mercury-containing products and waste disposal companies to insist on comprehensive
waste segregation and recycling programs in order to keep mercury out of the waste stream.

A comprehensive approach to managing mercury use and eliminating environmental releases is
required in order to protect this and future generations of children from this hazard.

Sincerely,

(Affiliations for identification purposes only, listed in alphabetical order.)
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Professor and Director
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Health
University of California, Irvine
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George Washington University

Bruce Barrett MD PhD
Department of Family Medicine
University of Wisconsin - Madison

Richard Bayer, MD
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Warren Bell BA MD CM CCFP

Rob Bernstein, MD
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Willis Butler, MD
Kailua, Hawaii

Leslie Cagle, MD
Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility

Christine K. Cassel MD
New York, NY

Hank Chambers, MD
Children’s Hospital and Health Center
San Diego, CA

Eric Chivian MD
Harvard Medical School

Lilian Corra MD
Vice President
International Society of Doctors for the
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Global 500 Forum of Laureates by UNEP
Member of the International Network on
Children’s Health,
Environment and Safety

R. Daly, MD

David E. Dassey MD
Acute Communicable Disease Control
Los Angeles County Dept. Health Services

Andrew M. Davis, MD, MPH
Rush Presbyterian St. Luke’s Medical Center
Chicago, IL

James M. Diamond, M. D.
Berkeley, CA

Jefferson H Dickey, MD
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Community Health Center of Franklin County,
MA

Joseph DiPoala Sr MD
Rochester NY

Martin Donohoe, MD
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Portland, OR

Gwen L. DuBois MD, MPH
Instructor in Medicine
Johns Hopkins School of Medicine

Pamela L. Farmer, MD
University of Utah Hospital

Erica Frank, MD, MPH
Atlanta, GA

Howard A. Freed, MD
Washington DC

Howard Frumkin, MD, DrPH
Associate Professor
Chair Department of Environmental and
Occupational Health
Rollins School of Public Health of Emory
University

Tee L. Guidotti, MD, MPH, FRCPC, CCBOM,
MFOM
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Professor of Occupational and Environmental
Medicine
University of Alberta Faculty of Medicine
Edmonton, Alberta CANADA

Michael R. Harbut, MD, MPH

Andy Harris, MD
President, Physicians for Social Responsibility

George Hauser, PhD
Professor Emeritus
Harvard Medical School

Alicia Jacobs, MD
Department of Family Practice
University of Vermont

Alan S. Keitt MD

David G. Kern, MD
Associate Professor of Medicine
Brown University School of Medicine

Thomas C. Keyserling, MD, MPH
Chapel Hill, NC

E. Philip Klein, MD, FCAP (Ret)

Philip Landrigan, MD
Mt. Sinai School of Medicine
New York, NY

John Last MD
Emeritus Professor of Epidemiology
Faculty of Medicine
University of Ottawa
Ottawa, Canada

Alexander Leaf, MD
Harvard Medical School

Alan H. Lockwood, MD
Physicians for Social Responsibility
Professor of Neurology
State University of New York

Paul D Manganiello, MD
Associate Professor
Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology

Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center
Lebanon, NH

Leonard C. Marcus, VMD, MD
Boston, MA

Michael McCally, MD PhD
Mt Sinai School of Medicine
New York, NY

David B Menkes
Department of Psychological Medicine
Dunedin
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Arthur Milholland, MD, PhD
University of Maryland School of Medicine

C. Richard Morris, M.D.
School of Medicine
Department of Pediatrics
University of North Carolina

Ali Naini, MD
Physicians for Social Responsibility, Los
Angeles

Peter Orris, MD, MPH, FACP, FACOEM
Professor of Preventive and Internal Medicine
Rush Medical School

Thomas P. Paulsen MD
Marshfield Clinic
Ladysmith, WI

Jerome A. Paulson, MD
Associate Professor of Health Care Sciences &
Pediatrics
George Washington University

Robert T. Pero, MD, MPH
Director of Urgent Care and Occupational
Medicine
Colorado Springs Health Partners
Colorado Springs, CO

Herbert Perr, MD
Physicans for Social Responsibility, Nassau
County
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Bruce J Relyea, MD

Jordan S. Rinker, MD, MPH
Consultant, Occupational Medicine &
Toxicology
Corte Madera, California

Ted Schettler, MD, MPH
Science and Environmental Health Network
Physicians for Social Responsibility
Boston, MA

Dr. Ann T. Schulz

Shawn T. Sedgwick, MD
Marshfield Clinic
Ladysmith, WI

Vincent M. B. Silenzio, MPH, MD
Clinical Assistant Professor of Medicine
Columbia University College of Physicians and
Surgeons

Gina Solomon MD, MPH
Natural Resources Defense Council

Wayne C. Spiggle, MD
President-elect,
MedChi, The Maryland State Medical Society

Jill Stein, MD
Greater Boston Physicians for Social
Responsibility

Thomas Stibolt, MD
Kaiser Permanente
Portland, OR

Abbey Strauss MD

Emanuel Suter, MD
Prof. Emeritus
University of Florida College of Medicine

Hans U Tschersich, MD
Alaska

Peter van den Hazel

Board Member Dutch Association of
Environmental Medicine

David Wallinga, MD, MPA
Natural Resources Defense Council

Peter Wilk, MD
Sebago, Maine

Donald A. Wolochow. MD
Div. of Gastroenterology (Emeritus)
Kaiser Permanente
San Diego CA


