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CULTURAL USES OF MERCURY

L. INTRODUCTION

A, Background and Description of the Problem

In December 1992, the California Department of Health Services ("CDHS")
investigated a consumer complaint that revealed that elemental mercury has been sold at
several folk pharmacies or botanicas in the Los Angeles area. The State found that a retail
pharmacy sold small vials of liquid mercury for use in candles to bring good luck. In the
course of their investigation, the State learned that this and othet practices may be
widespread among communities of Haitian and other Caribbean origin. The State was
concerned that the use of mercury in some cultural and religious practices specifically within
the Santeria community could pose significant health risks. This matter was referred to
EPA’s Office of Enforcement for possible action under section 7 of the Toxic Substances
Control Act ("TSCA"). In January 1993, the Office of Compliance Monitoring ("OCM")
requested assistance from the Office of Pollution Prevention and Tox1cs ("OPPT") to
determine the following:
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° Does this current use of mercury constitute an imminent hazard to human
health?
o [s there any additional information that OPPT requires in order to make a

determination?

Mercury may also be used for certain folk medicinal purposes, such as to treat
constipation, colic, or stomach ache ("empacho”). Similar problems involving folk medicinal
uses of lead have also been brought to EPA’s attention through the State of California. The
medicinal uses of lead appear to be more widespread and may impact several ethnic
communities. OPPT is currently evaluating possible risk management steps that can be taken

for both lead and mercury. The risks posed by these-folk medicinal practices will not be
discussed in this document.

B. Source of Mercury for Retail Sale in Botanicas

EPA has learned that Los Angeles area botanicas, as well as retail establishments in
other areas of the country, obtain mercury from a metal recycler based in Region II. This
company sells a very small percentage of its recovered mercury to religious supply
companies throughout the country. These companies repackage and redistribute mercury
along with other religious articles to small establishments, such as religious stores and candle
shops.






