
The mercury is held within a bulb 

and is free to move up and down a 

capillary tube. Because mercury  

expands and contracts consistently 

with temperature, its position in 

the capillary tube can be associated 

with a specific temperature.  If the 

bulb is silver, the thermometer 

most likely contains mercury. New  

thermometers containing gallium, 

indium, and tin l also appear silver in 

color. These thermometers are  

marketed as “mercury-free”  

thermometers and will most likely be 

clearly marked as such.  

A thermometer is an instrument 

that measures the temperature of 

a system in a quantitative way.  

 

In 1597, Galileo invented the  

thermometer but it wasn‟t until 

1633 when Jesuit Father Leurechon 

coined the term from the greek 

words “thermos” meaning hot and 

“metron” meaning measure. 

 

There are multiple types of ther-

mometers available and the one 

you choose will largely depend on 

what you need it for.  Thermome-

ters can be found in homes, labora-

tories, medical facilities, industries, 

and schools. Mercury has tradition-

ally been used in thermometers 

since it expands and contracts con-

sistently with temperature. 

 

However, there are toxic effects of 

mercury exposure.  The main ef-

fects of mercury exposure to hu-

mans are understood to be neuro-

logical, renal (kidney), cardiovas-

cular and immunological impacts. 

Chronic exposure to mercury may 

cause damage to the brain, spinal 

cord, kidneys, liver and developing 

fetus. Mercury can impair the ability 

to feel, see, move and taste, and can 

cause numbness and tunnel vision 
(Environment Canada, 2009, http://
www.ec.gc.ca/MERCURY/EH/EN/eh-hc.cfm?

SELECT=EH). 

 

In order to reduce human exposure 

to mercury, mercury-free thermome-

ters have hit the shelves and some 

pharmacies have even begun refus-

ing to carry mercury  

thermometers. 
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FAST FACTS: 

Not all thermometers 

contain mercury 

Mercury is a  

hazardous chemical 

Never vacuum  

mercury 

Ventilate room where 

the spill  

occurred 

Mercury and mercury 

contaminated clothing 

and items must be 

disposed of as  

hazardous waste 

Identification 

Fever & Outdoor Thermometers 

Mercury Reduction 
P O L L U T I O N  P R E V E N T I O N  T I P S  

 Thermometer Fact Sheet 



P A G E  2  

For More Information:  

www.gov.ns.ca/nse 

www.ec.gc.ca 

http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca 

NS Environment P2 

Mercury Spill Fact Sheet 

 

 

Nova Scotia Environment 

PO Box 442 

Halifax, Nova Scotia 

B3J 2P8 

Phone: (902) 424-2173 

 
www.gov.ns.ca/nse/

pollutionprevention/about.asp 

Spills 

Disposal 

Alternatives 
Accurate and reliable 

alternatives to  

mercury fever and 

laboratory thermome-

ters are readily avail-

able at local pharma-

cies or through  

scientific and medical  

supply companies. 

Mercury-free alterna-

tives include digital, 

spirit-filled, alcohol, 

and glass gallium-

indium-tin thermome-

ters.  

 

Other alternatives  

include ear canal ther-

mometers and flexible 

forehead thermome-

ters. These alterna-

tives can be as accu-

rate as mercury ther-

mometers, and in 

many cases are easier 

to read.  

Thermometers that are no longer 

in use or are broken, and all ma-

terials that came into contact 

with mercury must be disposed of 

as Hazardous Waste. 

 

For household hazardous waste 

facilities in Nova Scotia, visit 

http://www.gov.ns.ca/nse/

waste.facilities/

facilities.hhw.php 

Scotia Environment 

website for a complete 

„how to‟ guide for 

cleaning up mercury 

spills as well as a list of 

Do‟s and Don‟ts.   

 

Do not throw mercury 

or mercury contami-

nated items and  

objects into the  

garbage. They must go 

to a Hazardous House-

hold Waste  

Facility 

 

If an animal comes into 

contact with mercury, 

call your veterinarian.  

 

If a child comes in con-

tact with mercury, call 

the IWK Poison Control 

Centre at (902) 470-

8161.   

 

If an adult comes in 

contact with mercury 

contact the Nova Sco-

tia Poison Control Cen-

tre at (902) 428-8161. 

When mercury is 

spilled or leaks from a 

broken device, it can 

be very difficult to 

properly clean up. Even 

small spills should be 

treated as hazardous 

and cleaned up with 

caution.  

 

Follow the instructions 

on the Nova Scotia  

Environment‟s Mercury 

Spill Fact Sheet or use 

rubber gloves, stiff pa-

per and an eye dropper 

to clean up the spill.  

Refer to the Nova  

M E R C U R Y  R E D U C T I O N  


