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Input from the Minamata Convention on Mercury
All people are exposed to mercury on some level, but the greatest concern revolves around the exposure of women of child-bearing age because of its potential serious and irreversible impact on future generations. 
The Minamata Convention pays specific attention to these effects on women and mentions the need to establish strategies to prevent the exposure of vulnerable populations to mercury found in: artisanal and small-scale gold mining, seafood consumption, dental amalgam, skin whiteners, and emissions from coal-fired power plants and other industries. Children, infants, and fetuses are at the highest risk because of the development of their nervous systems. 
A study on gender equality and mercury has been published by the Secretariat of the Minamata Convention on Mercury and some of its findings are reproduced below.

The Minamata Convention refers to the needs of vulnerable populations, especially women and children, in several parts of its text. The preamble notes awareness of "health concerns, especially in developing countries, resulting from exposure to mercury of vulnerable populations, especially women, children, and through them future generations.” In addition, article 16 on health aspects, article 18 on public information, awareness and education, article 19 on research, development and monitoring and article 22 on effectiveness evaluation all refer to the needs of vulnerable groups and populations.
Seafood consumption
The biggest source of mercury exposure to women, the unborn fetus and small children is contamination of seafood by mercury that circulates globally, far from its original source of emissions. Studies have shown that women in small island developing states, far from ASGM and any industrial sources of emissions, have very high hair levels of mercury, well above levels linked to neurological damage in the fetus and cognitive losses in children. Such countries rely heavily on their traditional diet of seafood and have few options for avoiding the contamination.
Skin whitening products (SLPs)
Every country has a duty not to manufacture, import and export of cosmetics, including skin-lightening products, that contain mercury. It is known that some SLPs contain as high as 44,000 ppm of mercury compound. Social constructs that lead women, and men, to want lighter colored skin should be addressed. Among the health effects reported in a survey in Jamaica: skin irritability, headaches, scars, depression.
Dental amalgam
Minamata Convention requires Parties to phase down the use of dental amalgam. to the original requirement of the Convention was to take two or more measures from the list of control measures in the Convention. The Convention was amended in 2022 to make it obligatory for parties to phase out the use of dental amalgam in women of child-bearing age and children. Dental clinic staff like dental assistants, a high proportion of whom are women of child-bearing age, can be exposed to mercury in dental amalgam.
Artisanal and small-scale gold mining (ASGM)
ASGM often uses toxic mercury to extract gold from ore. Workers in this sector are at high risk through inhalation of mercury during amalgam burning in mine sites, residential areas, and gold-buying shops. Poverty is the main driver of women into mining, often underpinned by deterioration in subsistence farming.
Artisanal and small-scale gold mining continues to be the sector demanding the largest quantity of mercury globally, with an estimated 14-19 million people working in the industry. Approximately 4.5 million of these workers are women and 600,000 are children (UNEP 2019a).
Despite women making up 30 per cent of the global ASGM workforce, their work is often undervalued and impeded, as they face particular occupational and socioeconomic hazards and vulnerabilities. In general, women’s lack of formal rights and access to land, their role as the primary providers of domestic services, and the chance afforded by ASGM to earn an independent income to lift them out of poverty are complicating factors in addressing their exposure to mercury. Addressing mercury exposure therefore also requires addressing other socio-economic issues, including women’s ongoing access to land, water and associated resources.
The Minamata Convention on Mercury requires each Party that has ASGM within its territory to take steps to reduce, and, where feasible, eliminate, the use of mercury and mercury compounds in such mining and processing. The approach of the Minamata Convention to ASGM is unique among multilateral environmental agreements in the way it addresses the ASGM informal sector. Mindful of the social and economic complexities related to ASGM, the negotiators of the Convention decided not to impose a total ban on mercury use in ASGM but to give Parties flexibility in the way they meet their national reduction targets.   

Parties who determine that artisanal and small-scale gold mining and processing in its territory is more than insignificant shall develop and implement national action plans (NAPs) which, in accordance with Annex C of the Convention, are to include strategies to prevent the exposure of vulnerable populations, particularly children and women of child-bearing age, especially pregnant women, to mercury used in ASGM. UNEP finalized in mid-2021 a document on incorporating gender dimensions into national strategy setting in chemicals management and a Quick Start Guide to support gender mainstreaming in the development of ASGM NAPs.

Furthermore, the Conference of the Parties to the Minamata Convention on Mercury, at its fifth meeting, adopted its first decision on the effects of mercury pollution on Indigenous Peoples and on local communities (MC-5/1).
As of March 2024, thirty-six countries (of which two are non-parties) had submitted NAPs on ASGM to the secretariat of the Minamata Convention (see image below). Some NAPs describe plans for policy, training, health and financial remedies for the situation, such as legislating for gender equality and empowerment of women; addressing gender-based violence in the sector; promoting gender-disaggregated data; facilitating women’s leadership roles; establishing health care services targeted at women miners; and assisting women with improved financial literacy to enable them to find work outside of the mines.
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In addition to incorporating gender dimensions into NAPs for ASGM, more work is necessary to support and advance a gender-responsive implementation of the Minamata Convention and increase its effectiveness. To address this need, the fifth meeting of the Conference of the Parties (COP-5) adopted decision MC-5/15 which welcomed the gender action plan for the Minamata Convention on Mercury and invited Parties and the Secretariat to implement priority activities under the gender action plan as integrated in the Programme of Work and Budget for the biennium 2024-2025. Its list of priority activities builds on existing commitments embedded in the text of the Minamata Convention and on recent initiatives of the Secretariat and Parties to integrate gender considerations into their work. The gender action plan provides a comprehensive blueprint for actions to promote gender equality. It identifies the enabling conditions as well as specific policy and programmatic steps to mainstream gender and to work effectively towards gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls within all activities under the purview of the Convention. The plan is organized around actions proposed for the Secretariat, Parties and other relevant stakeholders. These stakeholders include UN agencies and other intergovernmental organizations, non-governmental organizations and civil society organizations, academia, industries and industry-specific stakeholders, worker associations, and formal labor unions representing workers in industries where mercury is used.

Other aspects of mercury life cycle
The Minamata Convention controls the full life cycle of mercury, from mercury mining, other sources of mercury supply, to its trade, use in products, use in industrial processes, unintentional emissions and releases from coal-burning, metal production etc, waste management and contaminated sites. In addition to the health and environmental impact through long-distance transport in the environment, mercury affects the human health through local or direct exposure, for example occupational exposure in facilities using mercury or emitting mercury, and exposure in and around waste dumping or burning sites. In many cases women and children are more vulnerable to such exposure.

Much can and should be done to dramatically reduce other exposures starting with: 
· Stopping skin whitening practices and the social constructs that lead people to want a whiter skin; 
· Strengthening the efforts to phase down dental amalgam;
· Addressing the raft of social issues in ASGM that result in the exposure of women and children to mercury, including involving women in the introduction of new technologies that remove the use of mercury completely; and
· Supporting women in agriculture and other livelihood endeavors so that they and their families are not driven by poverty towards dangerous and unsustainable practices to earn a living. 

More information on gender activities carried out by the Secretariat of the Minamata Convention is available on the Convention’s website.
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