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Mercury is a chemical of global concern due to its long-range atmospheric transport, persistence in the environ-
ment, ability to bio-accumulate in ecosystems and its significant adverse effects on human health and the envi-
ronment. Exposure to Mercury threatens our health, with many often irreversible toxic effects. Developing fetuses
and young children are most at risk. Mercury pollution also harms wildlife and ecosystems. Recognizing Mercury
pollution (due to anthropogenic releases) as a global problem that requires global action, in January 2013 a global
treaty called Minamata Convention on Mercury was adopted to protect human health and the environment from
the adverse effects of Mercury. The importance of human health and environmental protection was emphasized
and reaffirmed at the 21st United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Inter-governmental Conference in 2001.
Controlling these anthropogenic releases of Mercury throughout its lifecycle has been a critical factor in shaping
the obligations under the convention.

Besides, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) recognize the importance of promoting good health and well-be-
ing in general and particularly SDG 12 on sustainable consumption and production emphasizes sound chemicals
management including safe disposal of toxic waste and pollutants. Various interventions have been undertaken by
UNEP, which aimed at promoting mercury management. These include the global mercury assessment, preparation
of a legally-binding mercury agreement and strengthening enforcement of environmental laws. The goal is to phase
down and eliminate Mercury from products and processes. At the national level, the Government of Sierra Leone
(GoSL) signed the Minamata Convention on Mercury in August 2013 and ratified it in November 2016. The Environ-
ment Protection Agency Sierra Leone (EPA-SL) Act No. 44 of 2008 amended 2010 is the principal legislation in Sierra
Leone on environmental management in general and pollution prevention and control. Part VI, Section 58 of the
EPA-SL Act, 2008 makes provision for toxic and hazardous substances management with an established chemicals
control and management department in Section 17(2)(a).

Furthermore, there are other pieces of legislation, such as The Public Health Act, The Food and Drugs Act and the
Mines and Minerals Act that have a bearing on hazardous chemicals management. The Government of Sierra Leone
recognizing the harmful effect of Mercury and its derivatives in the environment and health of our citizenry has
been engaging both local and international partners on the elimination of Mercury and its derivatives nationally
through EPA-SL. Over the years, the Agency has implemented various projects aimed at improving mercury man-
agement in the country. These include; extensive engagement of artisanal and small-scale gold miners nationwide
on the dangers of using Mercury in the Gold mining sector, Minamata Initial Assessment and Development of the
National Action Plan on the use of Mercury in Artisanal and Small-Scale Gold Mining (ASGM) Sector in Sierra Leone.
Results of studies conducted through these projects have identified Mercury sources in Sierra Leone from both
natural and anthropogenic sources. Primary metal extraction (especially gold), consumer products, and waste in-
cineration and deposition have been identified as significant contributors to mercury emissions and releases in the
country. In response to these sources, the government remains committed to implementing interventions aimed at
reducing and where feasible to eliminate the use of mercury and mercury compounds in the country. Government
is, therefore, confident that these measures will enhance mercury management and sound management of chemi-
cals in the country.

Evidently, as a small developing state, Sierra Leone is not a producer of Mercury, but nonetheless, we are exposed
and remain vulnerable to impacts of the anthropogenic release of Mercury, particularly from other countries that
are involved in Mercury related manufacturing and trade. We must also focus our attention at the national level and
explore the means for reducing our mercury emission. We still at the moment very much rely upon and use mer-
cury-containing devices and products in the health sector, laboratories, body lightening creams, etc. Positive and
active partnerships are necessary between government, non-governmental organizations, developing partners, and
the private sector, in a variety of sectors ranging from health to cosmetics. The safe disposal of mercury-containing
products also presents some of the most significant challenges for us as a Developing State. It is where partnerships
are required between states to facilitate the transfer of this waste to areas where it can be recycled or rendered safe.
At the national level, we will continue to put in place proper disposal facilities and systems to deal with mercury
waste. However, the responsibility lies on every stakeholder involved with, using or trading Mercury or products and
items containing Mercury to make the switch to the alternatives. As a nation, fish is an important source of protein.
As a result, the likelihood of fish contamination with mercury poses a health risk to our citizens. Therefore, steps
towards reduction of global emission will also impact positively in reducing mercury risk within our marine species.
To transit to a mercury-free society, there is a pressing need for education and sensitization on the subject of Mer-
cury as an element, its uses but most importantly, the alternatives to it. Equally, there is a need for strengthening
of the capacity of the relevant authorities so as to better monitor and manage the use of Mercury. The government
commits itself fully towards the implementation of the National Action Plan (NAP), MIA recommendations and all the
other obligations under the convention.
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Executive Summary

The Minamata Convention is a legally binding instru-
ment with the objective to protect human health and
the environment from the adverse effects of human
activities using mercury and mercury compounds.
It entered into force on 16 August 2017, the 90th day
after the deposit of the 50th instrument of ratifica-
tion, acceptance, approval or accession. Sierra Leone
signed the Convention on 12 August 2014 and ratified it
on 1 November 2016.

In support of the Convention, the Global Environment
Facility (GEF) has funded Minamata Initial Assessment
(MIA) and National Action Plan (NAP) projects, under
which several activities have been implemented. The
Sierra Leone National Action Plan was developed con-
currently with this MIA and is the subject of a sepa-
rate report. The objectives of the MIA are to provide
an overview of each country’s use, emissions and re-
leases of mercury and mercury compounds. First, it
identifies and quantifies flows of mercury and mer-
cury compounds. It then proposes an analysis of the
legal and institutional frameworks that may guide the
implementation of the Minamata Convention at the
national level. These main activities lead to the iden-
tification of at-risk populations, the development of
strategies for effective advocacy and the identification
of national priorities and the proposal of relevant in-
tervention plans.
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Figure i: Estimated mercury inputs (Kg Hg/year)

In Sierra Leone, the national inventory of mercury
flows was conducted using the Toolkit for the identi-
fication and quantification of emissions and releases
of mercury and mercury compounds. The results of
the level 1 and 2 inventories are presented in figures (i)
and (ii) below. As shown, the use and disposal of mer-
cury-containing products, gold mining by mercury
amalgamation and waste management (informal waste
disposal and open burning) are the categories that
contribute mainly to inputs (for mercury-containing
products and gold panning), emissions and releases of
mercury and mercury compounds in Sierra Leone.

The areas mainly impacted by these emissions and
discharges due to anthropogenic activities are air, soil,

general waste and water as shown in the figures below.

As shown in the figures, the main differences in the
two levels are to be noted in the following categories:
general waste (22% of emissions and discharges for
level 1 compared to 25.57% for level 2) and air (52% of
emissions for level 1 compared to 47.87% for level 2).

ESTIMATED MERCURY EMISSIONS AND RELEASES - LEVEL
1 (KG HG/YEAR)

Sector specific waste treatment

/disposal
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22%

Alr
52%

Water
3%

ESTIMATED MERCURY EMISSIONS AND RELEASES -

LEVEL 2 (KG HG/YEAR)

Sector specific

treatment/disposal

General waste
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0.71%

Water

3.99%

Figure ii: Estimated mercury emissions and releases

from Levels 1 and 2 (kg Hg/year)

Furthermore, the preliminary desk study and sites’
investigation, as part of the strategy for identifying
and assessing mercury contaminated sites, helped
identify the following as potential contaminated sites:
dumpsites, the marine environment and Artisanal and
Small-scale Gold Mining (ASGM) sites.

In order to improve the inventory carried out as part
of this project, the recommendations include: (i) Pro-
duce reliable data for energy consumption, mercury
containing products and domestic production of met-
als and raw materials; (ii) Conduct further investiga-
tion on each ASGM site across the country; (iii) Up-
date Harmonized System (HS) codes for customs and
(iv) Develop more accurate and recent data on waste
management.

Interms of legislation and institutions, the analysis con-
ducted showed that there are many legal instruments
that could be relevant for the domestic implementa-
tion of the Minamata Convention. These instruments
include the National Environmental Policy (1990), the
National Environment Protection Act (2000), the Envi-

Alr

47.87%

o
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ronmental Protection Agency Sierra Leone Act (2008,
amended in 2010), the Mines and Mineral Act (2009)
and the National Health Policy (March 2012). All of
these instruments have provisions relevant to the ar-
ticles of the Convention and could also be updated to
include the measures necessary for a full implemen-
tation of the Convention. Among the measures to be
considered are the need to adopt a clause to limit the
import of mercury, the prohibition of the production,
export and import of products containing mercury,
the development of a dental health policy (notably for
dental amalgam), a mercury trade policy and adequate
measures to formalize the gold panning sector (as it
relates to ASGM). The development, revision and up-
dating of standards for air, water and soil quality as
well as the development of appropriate guidelines and
regulations would also be necessary.

Among the institutions in charge of enforcing the laws
are: The Environment Protection Agency Sierra Leo-
ne (EPA-SL), the National Minerals Agency (NMA), the
Ministries of Mines and Mineral Resources (MMMR), of
Health and Sanitation (MoHS), and of Water Resources
(MoWR), as well as the Customs and Excise Depart-
ment (CED). All these institutions, in addition to those
described in Chapter 4 of this document, have the basic
capacities to meet the requirements of the Minamata
Convention. However, among other elements, the fol-
lowing are necessary to support implementation: (i)
enhance training for both new and current staff of the
relevant institutions on mercury and mercury-added
products; (ii) train current and new staff regarding the
monitoring of air, water and soil pollution; and (iii) en-
hance the training of current and new staff of the rel-
evant institutions regarding the monitoring of health
hazards, especially regarding the use of mercury-con-
taining products and ASGM.

As part of this MIA project, various awareness-rais-
ing campaigns and information dissemination were
organized, in particular to exchange with stakehold-
ers and reach the populations in vulnerable situations
identified following the national inventory. It is with
this in mind that the inception workshop and train-
ing on the use of the mercury inventory toolkit were
organized. In addition to these sessions, many public
awareness campaigns and workshops for target groups
were organized by EPA-SL in collaboration with UNI-
TAR. Moreover, there were several sessions of national
stakeholder consultations. In order to maintain a suf-
ficient level of knowledge and information dissemina-
tion, such activities and sessions should be organized
periodically in the coming years, among the popula-
tion and stakeholders.

Finally, all the above-mentioned analysis contributed
to the identification of national priorities and propos-
al of intervention plans to be implemented between
2020 and 2024:

1. Legal and institutional capacity building and/or
strengthening for the integration of the require-
ments of the Minamata Convention into the na-
tional frameworks;

2. The phasing-out of the import, export and the

production of mercury-added products;
Phasing down the use of dental amalgams;

The development of an environmentally sound
management practice of waste, particularly mer-
cury-containing waste;

5. Reduction and, where feasible, elimination of the
use, emissions and releases of mercury and mer-
cury compounds in and from Artisanal and Small-
scale Gold Mining.

The total estimated budget for these intervention
plans is USD 6,635,000 (Six million, six hundred and
thirty-five thousand United States dollars).

MERCURY: A  PUBLIC
ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERN

Commonly known as quicksilver, mercury is a chem-
ical element with symbol Hg and atomic number 80.
It is a dense, silver-white metal that is liquid at ordi-
nary temperatures. It occurs in the Earth’s crust in its
native form but is more commonly found in the form
of mercury sulphide (HgS). It can also occur with oth-
er non-ferrous sulphide minerals (zinc, lead, arsenic,
gold) in trace quantities or as an impurity in many
other economically valuable materials like fossil fuels
(coal, gas, and oil). Mercury combines with most met-
als to form alloys (amalgams), which decompose on
heating, resulting in the volatilisation of the metallic
mercury.

HEALTH AND

While liquid mercury expands and contracts very pre-
cisely in response to changes in temperature, it main-
tains its volume at varying atmospheric pressures.
These unique properties have made it useful in devices
designed to measure temperature and pressure.

Mercury is a persistent pollutant in the environment. It
is released through natural processes such as volcan-
ic eruptions, weathering of rocks, hydrological cycle
forest fires and biological activities. While mercury re-
lease into the environment through such natural pro-
cesses is perpetual, anthropogenic input accounts for
the highest pollution sources, as consequence of ac-
tivities since the industrial revolution. Anthropogenic
activities that contribute to mercury release include
metallurgy, combustion of fossil fuel, and the improp-
er disposal of mercury-containing wastes. These ac-
tivities have grown considerably since the industrial
revolution, such that the Global Mercury Assessment
estimates that while 10% of mercury emissions can be
attributed to natural processes, 30% of mercury re-
lease into the environment can be attributed to human
activity, with the remaining 60% being re-emissions,
largely comprising mercury previously emitted from
human activity (UN Environment, 2013a).

Mercury in air can circulate globally before being
deposited on land or into water bodies and further
transported or re-emitted to the atmosphere or trans-
formed by a variety of biological processes. This global
transport of pollutants makes it possible for regions
with insignificant local releases of mercury, such as
the Arctic, to become prone to pollution issues.

Mercury in the environment exists in three forms: el-
emental, inorganic and organic. Elemental mercury
can combine with other elements to form inorganic
mercury compounds (e.g. mercuric chloride, mercu-
ric nitrate, mercuric oxide, mercuric sulphide). Fur-
thermore, it may be subject to biotransformation by
aquatic microorganisms into the organic forms such
as methyl mercury and ethyl mercury.

Mercury is known to be present in various environ-
mental media and food (especially in fish and seafood)
globally. It can bioaccumulate in the food chain, at
levels that adversely affect human health and wildlife.

1- http: //www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail /mercury-and-health
2 - https: //www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed /10789973

Furthermore, exposure to mercury may be magnified
where current or past economic activities have re-
sulted in landfills, mine tailings, factory sites, soils and
sediments contaminated with mercury.

Mercury is considered by the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) as one of the top ten chemicals or groups
of chemicals of major public health concern. Elemen-
tal and methylmercury are toxic to the central and pe-
ripheral nervous systems. According to WHO (2017),
the inhalation of mercury vapour can have harmful ef-
fects on the nervous, digestive and immune systems,
lungs and kidneys, and may be fatal. The inorganic
salts of mercury are corrosive to the skin, eyes and
gastrointestinal tract, and may induce kidney toxici-
ty if ingested'. Moreover, after exposure to mercury,
neurological and behavioural disorders can occur, in-
cluding tremors, insomnia, memory loss, neuromus-
cular effects, headaches and cognitive and motor dys-
function, as well as kidney failure.

Ecological effects of mercury include harmful effects
on microorganisms even at low concentrations, tox-
icity to aquatic organisms and birds, and physiolog-
ical, reproductive and biochemical abnormalities in
fish exposed to sub-lethal concentrations of mercury.
According to Boening (2000), a wide variety of birds
fed inorganic mercury show a reduction in food intake
and consequent poor growth. Other effects in avian
receptors have been reported; increased enzyme pro-
duction, decreased cardiovascular function, blood pa-
rameter changes, immune response, kidney function
and structure, and behavioural change?.

THE MINAMATA CONVENTION ON MERCURY

A global assessment on mercury and its compounds
by UNEP in 2001 provided sufficient evidence of the
sources, fate, transport, adverse effects on public
health and the environment and remediation technol-
ogy. The report also documented the need for global
action for the reduction of mercury use in products
and its direct release into the environment. 