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NEWSLETTER 1
Successful kick-off workshop in Bangkok

The kick-off workshop for the Mercury Inventory Toolkit Asian Pilot project was held in Bangkok 10-12 April 2007.  It was a good experience for all. 
The Mercury Toolkit was introduced and discussed in quite some detail.  Participants went through practical exercises with the Toolkit calculation spreadsheets.  This seemed to bring the Toolkit from the theoretical to the practical level for the participants.  It was emphasized that the Toolkit guidance is intended to be practical, rather than a strict prescription.
It is intended to guide the user’s way in inventory development while recognizing that all country situations are different.  Using the toolkit should save the user a lot of effort by providing an immense amount of background data directly. One could say that just like a bus map for a busy city, the Toolkit maps all the big roads … bit just like in a big city, you may still have to ask for directions when you explore the small roads of town!

One very important feature of the calculation spreadsheet was highlighted at the workshop:  a first rough sketch of mercury release estimates can be developed rather quickly.  This is done by applying the calculation tool (the MS Excel file downloadable from UNEP's website), using the default factors given there, and entering your own country activity rates (indicating the magnitude of the sectors and other mercury sources in your country).  Thereafter, the user can progressively improve the estimates of the most important releases with more accurate activity rates, specific national input factors (such as mercury concentration in a raw material), or details of specific release reduction filters, etc.

Unfortunately the Toolkit does not yet provide default factors for all mercury release source categories, but this may be a part of future improvements.

The pilot countries Yemen, Cambodia, the Philippines, and Pakistan were represented at the workshop besides our hosts, the government of Thailand, UNEP Chemicals and the pilot project consultant Jakob Maag. We missed the fifth pilot project country Syria but will try to compensate for the missed training through future activities.

We wish to thank our Thai hosts warmly for an excellent organization of the workshop in such a pleasant and friendly setting.

Agreements with pilot countries falling into place

Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) between UNEP Chemicals and the pilot countries on the conduct of the Asian Pilot Project have been under development and approval since the April workshop, and the first three were signed by UNEP Chemicals by mid-June, namely those with Yemen, Cambodia and Syria. The MOUs for Pakistan and the Philippines are currently still in progress.

Latin American inventory activities

In parallel with the Asian Toolkit project, mercury inventory activities with UNEP's Toolkit are taking place in a number of Latin and South American countries: Chile, Ecuador and Panama. On 6-8 June 2007, a workshop among these countries, UNITAR and UNEP took place in Quito, Ecuador.  An introduction to the Toolkit and exchanges of questions and answers regarding the Toolkit took place between workshop participants and UNEP's Toolkit pilot project consultant, Mr. Maag, by teleconference, via the Internet and by e-mail exchanges. These exchanges truly underline the global context of the mercury issue. With UNITAR’s support, these pilot countries will also develop a mercury risk management plan as well as a strategy to link their inventory with a Pollutant Release Transfer Register (PRTR) system.  

Questions and answers on mercury inventory development

As a repeated element of these mercury inventory newsletters, selected questions and answers on mercury inventory development with the Toolkit are presented due to their relevance (generalized and edited for the purpose). 

We recommend that inventory pilot countries scroll over these questions, as the answers may help further understand the character of the Toolkit inventory approach, and as many inventory teams may meet similar issues during their work. 

This electronic publishing of questions and answers also enable user's on-line search for desired keywords to help out with specific problems encountered during inventory development. The issues in question are highlighted in bold text:




Q.: Artisanal extraction of gold: In the Toolkit the default factor looks a bit high for air emissions whereas in reality most of releases go to water in our setting.

A: This is a complex Hg source, and extraction methods may vary quite a lot as regards Hg release distribution. Please just use your best estimates - it is important however that you explain the background and references of the numbers you use in your inventory report (self-made, documented surveys are very relevant). Just use the best data you have, and the Toolkit data for back-up. Any new data you can add will be useful, if the Toolkit will be up-dated or improved at some stage later. 

Q: Is it possible to include extraction of natural gas?

A: Extraction of natural gas is included in the Toolkit already (with limited data), and you can add your own data in your estimate calculations; remember to explain data background and how you calculated releases.

Q: Is it possible to include new topics such as fabrication of ceramics?

A: For ceramics (and other not yet included Hg source types), you should definitely report these and include them in your inventory. Make your own calculations in the Excel calculation tool file. You can copy lines from some other source category and introduce your own text and numbers in the new lines. It is best for clarity to try to follow the logic of the pre-made calculations, but you can also make your own, e.g. in a separate sheet.


Q: Explanation of how to use the calculations for input / output factors in general terms and more specifically into the excel sheet.

A: This is explained in the Toolkit report (sections 3, 4), in combination with reading a couple of examples of sub-category descriptions in section 5; see also the introduction sheet to the Excel calculation tool file. But I can understand if most users would appreciate a practical demonstration to feel confident with it. Try the calculation tool for yourself in practise. I think most participants at our Bangkok workshop realised that the Excel sheet principles were quite simple (yet all the other inventory work is and will remain challenging). The Bangkok Toolkit kick-off workshop presentation may also help you.

Q: Differences in how subcategories for the inventory can have a general and punctual approach in the Toolkit: 

A: If you mean that the description of sources varies due to varying data availability, you are right. In a few instances even the recommended estimation approach varies due to lacking data (traditional emission factors are recommended instead of input-output calculations). A change of this could be considered to simplify the Toolkits use, but it would be better to try and find additional data for the Toolkit to enable the use of the input-output approach in all cases.


Q: Difference between disposal and waste (which one should be used for practical matters)?

A: There is no difference between disposal and waste. Maybe you point to the fact that output to wastes (general and sectors specific) is calculated for all or most source categories, while at the same time, Hg releases from waste handling is calculated separately. The prescribed requirement is to estimate both these sets of data to enable a better understanding of the decisive factors influencing Hg releases, and thereby help defining useful mitigation measures. It is however important to avoid double-counting of Hg amounts released with wastes - this is quite complex and would require very good data to produce a picture that is not misleading. It may be one of the points that could be considered further in any future improvement work on the Toolkit.

Q: How can the Hg content be determined in mercury-contained batteries and in cosmetics? 

A: Use the default input factors first and/or other example values from the Toolkit or other literature sources; if needed analyse a representative sample in chemical analysis. In case of domestic production, ask the producer how much Hg they use for how many batteries, or try to find out via customs data, trade statistics or similar. A trial and error method must be used where different data sources are explored until an acceptable result has been gained.


Q: We would like to know the Hg concentration in rural vegetable wastes associated with the sugar cane exploitation, rice wastes, open burning of wood wastes. 

A: Literature data for wood is given in the Toolkit. If no other data is available, use the wood data (on a dry-weight basis) for the other vegetables as an approximate value. Note however that Hg concentrations in grown materials vary with Hg concentrations in the soil they grow in, which again varies with natural geology and the presence of local pollution sources (present and historical). If the vegetable wastes are not too concentrated in the extraction processes and are put back on farmland for nutrition/soil improvement, this may not be a major environmental problem. Cases have been experienced in my country however, where heavy metals contents were found elevated in such wastes during sugar extraction (unpublished data).

Q: "Country x" is importing zinc which they used in electroplating industry. Can this be considered as a use of zinc?

A: If this is refined zinc, it is generally not considered to have significant Hg concentrations (as stated in the Toolkit report), so just mention the import in your report and state that Hg with this was not quantified, because the Toolkit says "low/no Hg contents in refined zinc".

Q: How can we find out if imported switches contain Hg?

A: The only way to verify this is to contact relevant importers and ask them what kind of switches they import, and if these are some of those types mentioned in the Toolkit, ask them if their imported switches contain Hg. If they will not answer, or if you just feel it is better to avoid asking, buy a few and have them analyzed for Hg content. Otherwise you have to rely on the defaults given in the Toolkit, or other literature data, for a rough estimate.


Q: How can we calculate the quantity of batteries, and then their Hg content, imported in toys, electronic equipment, etc.? 

A: Good question; it is difficult and/or work intensive.  What we did in my country was to check those and other products which might contain Hg batteries, in shop surveys, to see what kind of batteries were inside the sales package. In our case, this, combined with trade data on consumption of the kinds of products in question, was enough to form a very rough estimate of the possible Hg consumption with these products. Compared with Hg amounts in other battery imports this turned out to be minor amounts and therefore we were satisfied with these rough estimates. If we had had time and money, we could have analysed samples of the relevant battery types.

Q: As "country y" still does not have an efficient waste management system, data can be considered not very reliable. What can they do to overcome this limitation?
A: Use the defaults of the Toolkit in combination with rough estimates of waste amounts - and most important: estimate Hg amounts as ranges, where you make sure that the maximum values are actually the highest Hg amounts you consider realistic. Report all data used and assumptions made, and write in your report that these source categories could be candidates for future improvements of the Hg release estimates.
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