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Health sector roles in the Minamata

Convention on mercury
Kingston, Jamaica, 18-19 October 2016

Artisanal and small scale gold mining: health 

impacts and public health strategy
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Overview

• Health hazards in ASGM

• Mercury exposures

• Public health strategy 

guidelines
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Mercury exposures

in ASGM

Crushing ore PanningLiquid mercury

Amalgamation GoldSmelting

Pollution from ASGM: 

727 (410 - 1040) tons of mercury/year released to the environment

4 |

Environmental impacts

• Release of waste materials 
from extraction process
• Impacts on quality of air, water 

and soil 

• Magnitude of land use changes 
• impacts on local ecosystems

• water resources

• biodiversity

• availability (and utility) of land for 
agriculture

Photo: L. Bernaudat
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Metallic mercury health effects

• Metallic mercury - Hgº

o Inhalation

o Central Nervous System -

Tremor, nausea, irritability 

(had matter), skin & eye  

effects, gengivites

• Inorganic mercury - Hg++

o Kidneys functions
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Chemicals

Biological

Biomechanical

Physical

Others

Men, women and children

Capacity building health 

personal 

HEALTH HAZARDS
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ASGM: health concerns
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ASGM: health concerns
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ASGM: health concerns
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ASGM and aquatic food chain contamination
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Methyl mercury health effects

 Methyl Hg (CH3Hg+)  unevenly bioaccumulated in 

food chain – fish consumption

o Numbness of extremities, impairment of gait, 

speech and hearing; constriction of visual fields –

hair Hg 50 – 120 ppm

o Delays/impairment on neurodevelopment- motor 

function, attention, manual dexterity, visual 

constrast sensitivity (maternal hair Hg 10 – 20 

ppm )

 Maternal hair Hg increase of 1 ppm will correlate 

with 0.18 points IQ loss*

o Teratogenic – high maternal exposures –
Minamata*
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Children more vulnerable 

to environmental risks

• Higher body metabolic rate (not 

little adults)

• Different exposure, because of 

places they spend time, activities 

and behaviors

• State of continual cellular division 

and growth

• Longer time to develop health 

adverse effects 

• Politically powerless by 

themselves
WHO

Madeira river and Tanzania
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WHO guidance and technical materials 
(ASGM)

• Requirements under Article 7 and 

Annex C of the Convention

• Item (h) - development of a public 

health strategy on the exposure of 

ASGM miners and their communities 

to mercury as an integral part of the 

National Action Plan 

– This is to include inter-alia:

o Gathering of health data

o Training of health care providers

o Awareness raising through health 

facilities

1. Guidance on 

developing a public 

health strategy

2. Conducting a health 

situation assessment

3. Training materials for 

health care providers

Initial elements of 

WHO toolkit on ASGM 

and health:
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WHO Guidance 

Public Health Strategy on ASGM1

1. Developing a public health strategy on ASGM2; 

2. Training of health providers3;

3. Human biomonitoring on ASGM related context

4. Health hazards associated with ASGM4.

15 |

Model process and inputs

III. Stakeholder engagement activities

I. Institutional 
capacity 

assessment

II. Health 
situation 

assessment

IV. Drafting (or 
refining ) of a 
public health 

strategy

Implementation of the 

strategy and monitoring 
and reporting on results

Review and update of the 

strategy as necessary
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Required Health Sector Actions 

Core competencies of health care 

providers at local level, i.e. where 

mercury exposure is taking place;

Access to appropriate interventions 

to reduce/prevent and support 

mercury poisoning symptoms;

Adequate information systems (to support clinical and 

laboratory data);

Global good practice standards/references.
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Public Health Strategy Guidance for 

National Action Plans on ASGM

• Focuses on the process (steps and inputs involved) and

provides suggestions on areas for intervention

• Aims to provide guidance to support the development of 

Public Health Strategies, in the context of the Convention

• Adjustments on the Public Health Strategy Guidance to the 

National Action Plans being developed through the Global 

Mercury Partnership group on ASGM
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Recommended intervention areas
strengthening health systems

• Training of health care providers

– Occupational health and 

safety;

– Identification and 

management of poisoning;

– Environmental health in 

ASGM;

– Health promotion in ASGM 

communities

– Inter-sectoral engagement;

– Responding to needs of 

special groups, e.g. children, 

pregnant women, others.

• Strengthening of core functions and 

systems

– Access to Public Health units;

– Laboratory resources; 

– Toxicology and poison control 

centre capabilities; 

– Emergency preparedness, 

prevention and response, in the 

context of the International 

Health Regulation;

• Setting reduction target with 

monitoring, information technology 

and reporting.
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Health assessment among ASGM communities

• Intended to inform design and 

selection of themes to be 

included in the public health 

strategy

• Focused on:

• Identification of main health 

issues

• Health-seeking behaviour

• Health systems readiness 

to address ASGM-related 

health issues
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Collaborative efforts

• Development health documents compatible with those under work by the 

UNEP Global Mercury Partnership with the Natural Resources Defence 

Council;

• Collaboration with major NGOs working in related areas, such as Health 

Care Without Harm and Artisanal Gold Council;

• Implementing partners with UNDP, UNEP and UNIDO on several GEF 

funded projects;

• Inter-Organization Programme for the Sound Management of Chemicals 

(IOMC), including sub-group on ASGM and Minamata Inicial Assessments.
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Resources on WHO website
http://www.who.int/ipcs/assessment/public_health/mercury/en/

• Short information documents

• Tools for action

• Norms & guidance

• Educational & Training 

• Burden of disease estimates

• Fact sheets & QA
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PAHO/WHO training resources
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Artisanal Gold Council, Canada
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Thanks for your attention
boischioa@paho.org


