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Dangerous
Mercury in CFLs?

One Big Fish
Story
By Robert Clear, Francis Rubinstein
and Jack Howells
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The potential perils have been played
up in the press, but if simple common
sense is used when disposing of a
broken CFL, the resulting exposure
to mercury is equivalent to a mere
nibble of tuna
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Figure 1 : Methylmercury concentrations in 18 types of commonly consumed fish, showing

showing the tiny mercury dose

average (black dots) and range (orange bars). [7] Source: U.S. Dept. of Health and Human

(0.068

Services and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, “Mercury Levels in Commercial Fish
and Shellfish.”

micrograms)

calculated

from the median of the 45 breakage scenarios, is compared to the
dose absorbed by breathing air
contaminated at the state air quality standard for one hour (0.153
micrograms) and eight hours (1.22
micrograms). (Eight hours is an
approximate upper limit on the
time it takes to digest and absorb
the mercury from a meal.) Most
important in this comparison is
the bar showing the dose from
eating a single (6-ounce) meal of
Albacore tuna (48 micrograms of
mercury), which is roughly equal
to the very worst CFL breakage
case measured by the MDEP. The
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last, and by far the largest, of the

Figure 2: Dose of mercury from listed exposures.

bars is the steady state body burden that would result if the recommended amount of fish is regularly
consumed on a weekly basis.

DIGESTING THE DATA
So what do all these comparisons mean? First, they show that
if simple common sense is used
in disposing of the broken CFL,
the resulting exposure to mercury
is equivalent to about 1/50 th of an
ounce—a single nibble—of Albacore
tuna! Second, when we account for
the fact that methylmercury appears to be more hazardous than
an equivalent amount of mercury

average the recommended amount

number of cases from overdoses
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per week.” [8] .
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sumption of the recommended
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to long-term exposure. The FDA
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tion cleared up after the infant
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toxins, sometimes with tragic con-
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week or two. Just make sure you

sequences. We found an immense

case was several hundred to 1,000
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times more than would be released
by a single broken CFL.

WHAT DO YOU SAY?
So your client is concerned about
what might happen if they break a
CFL. What do you tell them? You
can tell them that if they follow
the steps described below a broken CFL poses about as much of a
health risk as a bite of tuna.
1) Ventilate the area where the
lamp is broken with outside air,

1975 and continues to work part time on window and
lighting issues at Berkeley Lab since retiring in 1997.
Francis Rubinstein, Fellow IES
(Member 2003), received his
B.A. in Physics from University
of California at Berkeley in 1977.
He has been a staff scientist in
the Environmental Energy Technologies Division at
Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory since 1979,
where he now leads the Lighting Group. The focus of
his research at Berkeley Lab has been in the area of
advanced communications techniques for the control
of lighting systems in buildings.
Jack Howells is currently an undergraduate in English
at UC Berkeley and is also a student assistant at Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory.

2) Promptly clean up and remove
any visible debris to a ventilated
(preferably outdoor) area,
3) Vacuuming forces mercury
into the air and should be avoided
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