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Draft Control of Mercury (Enforcement) (Amendment) Regulations
House of Lords Debate, Thursday 30 October 2025

This briefing is on behalf of nature and animal welfare coalition Wildlife and Countryside Link
(Link) and poses some general issues and questions to raise with the Minister about this
secondary legislation.

Executive Summary

We urge Peers to press the government to support a ban on mercury fillings (also known as
dental amalgam) by 2030.

e Mercury is a persistent toxic substance which pollutes and accumulates in our
environment, threatening wildlife and health. As one of the largest remaining sources
of environmental emissions, dental amalgam has been banned by 43 countries world-
wide. Great Britain is now one of only a few non-EU European countries not to have
banned them, with an EU ban now place.

e This would support a proposal by African nations at the forthcoming meeting of the
Minamata Convention on Mercury (COP-6) on 3-7 November 2025, for a phase-out of
dental amalgam by 2030 — helping to secure a hugely positive outcome for this year’s
convention that would benefit global health and the environment.

e This would provide a consistent regime across the four nations of the UK. The WHO
has recently presented evidence of marked improvements to and availability of cost-
effective mercury-free alternatives. This trend is reflected in their provision on the
NHS in Scotland, which is also anticipated in Wales. The Control of Mercury
Regulations would allow the 2034 ban it takes forward in Northern Ireland to be
brought forward to an earlier date if agreed at Minamata.

1. Under the Windsor Framework, the recent update to EU regulatory protections from
mercury apply directly to Northern Ireland. However, this Statutory Instrument takes
forward specific exemptions the EU agreed to provide Northern Ireland for dental
amalgam, an alloy of mercury used for dental ‘silver’ fillings for tooth cavities. These
exemptions will allow for continued import and use of dental amalgam in NI until the
end of 2034, unless an earlier date is agreed under the Minamata Convention on
Mercury. This is a 10-year extension to an EU ban on the use of dental amalgam from
1 January 2025, and the import of dental amalgam from 1 July 2026. The Sl seems to
set out broader exceptions for using dental amalgam beyond 2034. While the EU
regulation specifies very strict circumstances when dental amalgam could be used -
“when deemed strictly necessary by the dental practitioner based on the specific
medical needs of the patient” — the Sl sets out much broader grounds for use beyond
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2034 “when deemed necessary”. It would be helpful if the reasons for the differences
could be clarified with the Minister.

The risks mercury poses to health and the environment

2. Mercury is a persistent, bio-accumulative, and toxic chemical that can build up and
contaminate ecosystems, especially in higher levels in the food chain. Analysis of
official Environment Agency data by The Rivers Trust and Wildlife and Countryside Link
found that almost all fish and mussels tested in English rivers and coastal waters (98%)
exceed proposed safety levels for mercury contamination considered safe to aquatic
life (these levels are below the food regulatory limit that represent a risk for human
consumption). More than half of fish and mussels (53%) were found to have more
than 5 times the proposed safe amount of mercury. These levels pose a particular risk
to the health of wildlife consuming that fish, such as otters and birds. Mercury is one
of the World Health Organisation’s top ten chemicals of major public health concern,
which says that “exposure to it — even small amounts — may cause serious health
problems, and is a threat to the development of the child in utero and early in life”. A
primary source of human exposure is from consumption of fish and seafood.

Current restrictions on dental amalgam

3. Dental amalgam has been banned in the UK for use on children aged 15 years or under
and for use on pregnant and breastfeeding women, “except when deemed strictly
necessary by the dental practitioner”. It is also only permitted as pre-dosed capsules
and there is an explicit requirement for dental facilities to fit and maintain amalgam
separators if they work with or remove mercury amalgam. In 2024, the EU took a step
further towards a mercury-free environment by banning the use, import and
manufacture of dental amalgam (except when deemed strictly necessary by the dental
practitioner based on the specific medical needs of the patient).

Urgent need for a ban on dental amalgam

4. Since the ending of coal-powered electricity generation and the decommissioning of
the UK’s only mercury chlor-alkali facility, crematoria has been identified by the OEP
as the next biggest sector for reducing mercury emissions. It estimates that the
government will only achieve its target to reduce by 2030 land-based emissions of
mercury into the hair and water by 50%, if crematoria is fitted with mercury
abatement upgrades in time and if there are “no increases in mercury emissions from
other industry sectors”. The former is waiting on publication of updated guidance for
crematoria (which was consulted on in 2023) that will need to include mandatory
uptake of upgrades in time for meeting the target for all crematoria, which currently
covers 70% of the sector. On the latter, the OEP notes that “the energy from waste
sector has seen ...a{n].. increase in emissions, which have risen by approximately
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200kg from 2018 to 2021” and concludes: “The government has the opportunity in
the next five years to tackle other large emission sources of mercury to ensure they
meet their commitment by the 2030 deadline”.

5. Dental amalgam represents one of largest remaining sources of mercury emissions.
An Environment Agency report shows that crematoria emissions were the second
biggest mercury polluter in the UK in 2016, making up around 15% of mercury air and
water pollution, that was prior to the closure of plants described above. Even with
measures like installing separators in dental clinics or filters in crematoria, mercury
continues to be significantly released from dental amalgam throughout its life cycle —
polluting air (via emissions from crematoria and waste incineration), water (via clinical
and home waste discharges), and soil (re-entering the environment via sewage sludge
collected from wastewater plants, landfill leachate and burials). A sustainable use of
dental amalgam does not exist.

Cost/benefits of a ban

6. The argument is often used that eradicating mercury fillings would add to NHS and
customer costs. But this hasn’t substantially proven to be the case in countries where
bans have come into force. For example, in Germany, prior to the ban, large cost
increases were predicted on the basis of potential earnings for multi-layered
composites in private dentistry, but the actual public health fee increases were
modest, with the gap being filled by ‘bulk-filled’ composites and other materials. The
World Health Organisation recently presented evidence it is due to publish ahead of
COP-6 showing improvements to and the availability of mercury-free and less invasive
techniques. This is also reflected in reductions in price differences. In addition, the
cost of amalgam is likely to increase as its use becomes more rarified and fewer are
manufactured. There has been a corresponding shift towards mercury-free dentistry
provision on the NHS in Scotland. Dental contract reform in Wales is also foreseeing
alternatives to amalgam within NHS provision by April 2026.

7. Water UK supports a ban on dental amalgam as the most cost-effective measure for
addressing mercury pollution, estimating it would reduce mercury entering the
environment by up to 80 kg /year in England and Wales, which is equivalent to human
health benefits (in reduced air emissions) worth £1.2 million. It also estimated that the
impact would be seen in reduction in mercury concentrations released in wastewater
within 5-10 years, to the benefit of the health of wildlife and ecosystems, helping to
support the government’s objective to achieve good chemical status of water bodies
faster.
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UK negotiating position at Minamata

8 The majority of mercury is released into the air rather directly to water, from where it
travels long-distances before being deposited on land and water. Global action at the
forthcoming meeting of the Minamata Convention on 3-7 November (COP-6) is
therefore important for supporting reductions in atmospheric emissions. The main
item on the agenda has been proposed by Burkina Faso and Botswana on behalf of
the African Region for a ban on dental amalgam by 2030 — a decision that has been
given growing urgency after it was deferred from the last COP-5 in 2023.

9 We would be grateful if Peers were able to ask the Government what position it will
take at COP-6. If the UK retains the position it had at COP-5 for ‘phase-down’ of
mercury without a target date and/or opposes the proposal from African nations due
to concerns about implementing it domestically, this could make it difficult for African
nations to achieve consensus on their proposal that would benefit global health and
environment. So far, 43 countries have banned dental amalgam, including the 27
countries of the European Union, Japan, Indonesia, Moldova, Nepal, Norway, the
Philippines, Tanzania and Panama. Action that might undermine or delay getting
agreement at Minamata, could undermine the government’s commitment to
restoring the UK’s international credibility and leadership on the environment, and to
play a leading role in in driving forward action to address the triple planetary crises of
climate change, nature loss and pollution.

Wildlife and Countryside Link (Link) is the largest nature coalition in England, bringing
together 76 organisations to use their joint voice for the protection of the natural world and
animals.

For questions or further information please contact:
Wildlife & Countryside Link, Vox Studios, 1 — 45 Durham Street, Vauxhall, London, SE11 5JH
www.wcl.org.uk
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