
PROTECT FETUSES,  BABIE S AND CHILDR E N  F RO M  H ARM F UL ,  T OXIC  L IGH T ING 

Mercury in Fluorescent Lighting: 
Avoidable Health Risks & Actionable Solutions

In October 2021, the Clean Lighting Coalition in partnership with Mercury Policy Project and Responsible 
Purchasing Network released Mercury in Fluorescent Lighting: Unnecessary Health Risks & Actionable 
Solutions. The report outlines the health impacts of fluorescent lighting, highlights the many compelling 
advantages of transitioning to mercury-free alternatives, and gives actionable solutions to immediately phase out 
mercury-added lamps in the United States.  

• All fluorescents contain mercury and release this toxic 
substance whenever the bulbs are broken. Mercury is  
highly toxic to humans and is listed by the World Health  
Organization as one of the 10 chemicals or groups of  
chemicals of major public health concern. There is no 
known safe level of mercury exposure.

• Many studies describe the health risks to infants  and 
children from low-level mercury exposures. When  
even a single  fluorescent lamp  is broken, it can generate 
mercury vapor levels in indoor air well above state and 
federal safety guidelines. 

• Children are at higher risk from mercury exposure than  
adults. The uptake of mercury vapor in children results in 
a  higher internal dose than adults because children are 
developing more rapidly and breathe  more air per pound of 
bodyweight. 

• Mercury exposure may cause long-term damage to  
developing fetuses and babies. Since mercury inhibits  
cell division and migration during development, the 
fetus and babies are particularly at risk of developmental  
disabilities.   

THE RISKS OF MERCURY-CONTAINING LIGHTING TO FETUSES, BABIES & CHILDREN

• Reducing mercury exposure risks is critical in schools, 
housing, child care (home and center-based) facilities, 
or other places where children in the U.S. spend 
40+ hours a week. When a bulb is broken and mercury 
escapes, some may adhere to surfaces inside the lamp 
or be released as tiny liquid droplets. In an unventilated 
space, infants and toddlers at floor level are likely to have 
the most exposure to mercury vapor from a broken lamp. 

• Communities of color and people living in low-
income neighborhoods are especially vulnerable 
to mercury exposure because there tends to be a 
higher concentration of polluting facilities such as 
landfills and industrial sites located in or  near these 
communities. Consequently, they are disproportionately 
exposed to higher levels of environmental contamination. 
These exposures can contribute to a higher level of 
illnesses in communities that also tend to have less access 
to medical care.



SCHOOLS, CHILD CARE FACILITIES,  HEALTHCARE FACILITIES,  PUBLIC HOUSING 
FACILITIES AND THE GENERAL PUBLIC CAN MITIGATE THE RISKS OF MERCURY IN 
LIGHTING BY: 

“We know that infants are particularly vulnerable to the harmful impacts of mercury, especially during the most critical 
window of development that occurs before birth and extends through the first few years of life.  Mercury exposure 
can lead to irreversible deficits in verbal skills, damage to attention and motor control, and reduced IQ. However, as 
outlined in our report, exposure risks to mercury from broken lamps are largely avoidable in the home by replacing 
fluorescents with LEDs.”

MICHA E L BE N DE R,  DI RECTOR, MERCURY POLICY PROJECT

• Replacing all fluorescent lighting equipment with LED lamps, retrofit kits and luminaires. Schools, child care (home and 
center based), health care and other facilities where pregnant or nursing people and children live or gather can reduce exposure 
risks by replacing fluorescent lighting equipment with LED lamps. In facilities that are still using lighting equipment containing old 
magnetic ballasts (pre-1979) that could leak PCBs, immediate action should be taken to remove these hazards.    

• Replacing incandescent and halogen lamps with LEDs to lower their electricity bills and reduce emissions from power 
plants that contribute to climate change and mercury build-up in the environment. Utility rebates may be available to offset 
the cost. 

• Ensuring that fluorescent lamps are disposed of properly. When disposed of, mercury-added lamps should be handled with 
care. Earth911 and other websites help consumers identify permitted lamp recycling sites nationwide. 

• Advocating for federal, state and local policies to phase out the manufacture and sale of fluorescent lamps in the United 
States – and globally – and hasten the transition to LEDs. This includes the adoption of procurement policies that prohibit 
public agencies from purchasing fluorescent lamps (except when no LED replacement is available) and commitments by lighting  
manufacturers and retailers to stop selling mercury-added lamps.

SU PPORT THE TRANSITION TO MERCURY-FREE LE D LI G HT I N G

The Clean Lighting Coalition (CLiC) is a global coalition of stakeholders working to accelerate the global transition to clean, 
affordable, super-efficient LED lighting and end the use of toxic, mercury-based lighting. Sign our Pledge in support of the phase-
out of the manufacture, sale, distribution, and/or installation of fluorescent lighting. 

Get in touch: Hannah Blair, Communications Lead, Clean Lighting Coalition, hblair@cleanlightingcoalition.org

For further details see Recommendations (page 32) of the report.  
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