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How badly is the mud in our harbour contaminated 

with Mercury? 

According to a limited report undertaken by the 

consultancy Prattle Delamore LTD in 2012 for the 

Thames Coromandel District Council, the Mercury 

concentration in our harbour sediments was found to be 

above 3mg/kg. This is a level that puts the 

contamination at a staggering 2000% of the New 

Zealand and Australian guidelines “low” above which 

species in the aquatic environment become affected and 

at over 300% of the ANZECC Guidelines “High”, above 

which a severe contamination must be assumed! 

The sediments in our harbour are classified as severely 

Mercury contaminated toxic waste according to 

international regulatory frameworks. The report of 

Prattle Delamore tested only a few locations around the 

old Coromandel wharf. Further testing is now urgently 

indicated to determine the full spatial extent and level 

of the contamination. 

How do Coromandel Harbour’s Mercury levels compare 

to other places? 

The Mercury concentration in the Coromandel Harbour 

sediments are at the same level as the sediments in 

Minamata Harbour (Japan) today and are also similar to 

other highly Mercury laden harbour sediments in places 

such as Newark harbour, New Jersey, USA.  Minamata 

was the place in Japan where in the 1960ties due to 

careless dumping of Mercury into the harbour from 

chemical processing plants a large number of people 

were severely poisoned through sea food in their diet. 

Coromandel Harbour appears to be the most severely 

contaminated location in the Hauraki Gulf among other 

Mercury hot spots close to historic mining operations. 

Where did the Mercury contamination in Coromandel 

Harbour come from? 

In the days of the Gold rush in Coromandel during the 

19
th

 century large amounts of Mercury were used by the 

Gold miners to bind the fine Gold dust coming from the 

rock stamping batteries into Gold-Mercury amalgam. 

The Mercury and Gold where then separated. Mercury 

would have been washed in significant quantities down 

the streams and entered the harbour, predominantly 

around the mouth of Furey’s Creek. The rock formations 

on the Coromandel Peninsula also have some naturally 

occurring mineral Mercury (Cinabar) but it must be 

assumed that the majority of the Mercury 

contamination of Coromandel Harbour is man-made and 

a legacy of the Coromandel Gold rush. 

 

Why is Mercury such a toxic substance? 

Metallic Mercury and Mercury compounds are highly 

toxic to the nervous system. The organic compound 

Methylmercury is particularly toxic. Mercury poisoning 

can cause neurological symptoms including cognitive 

impairments, memory loss, hearing and vision defects, 

reduction in fine motor skills, learning and speech 

impediments and other neurological impairments. Even 

very low Methylmercury concentrations are thought to 

cause subclinical disorders, especially in children. 

Mercury crosses the blood-brain and placenta barrier 

and is also passed through breast milk to breast feeding 

babies. It is especially detrimental to the developing 

foetus and the developing nervous system of children. 

How can Mercury travel from the harbour sediments 

into the food chain? 

Metallic Mercury present in the aquatic sediments is 

converted by bacterial action into Methylmercury, an 

organic Mercury compound, which is a water soluble 

molecule and readily taken up by animals low on the 

food chain in the aquatic environment. Methylmercury 

is then concentrated in the food chain and long living 

predatory fish are especially at risk of high levels of 

contamination. At each step in the food chain, Mercury 

concentrations are usually amplified by a factor 10 or 

more. Humans come predominantly through the 
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consumption of contaminated sea food in touch with 

Mercury. World-wide our oceans carry the burden of the 

Mercury introduced into the environment through 

human industrial activities. In local Mercury hot-spots 

the levels of Mercury in sea food can be significantly 

higher than the global average. 

How would dredging the Coromandel Harbour for 

mining or harbour improvement affect the Mercury? 

Without careful measures to ensure that the Mercury 

laden sediments are not re-distributed through the 

currents in the harbour, the disturbance of the 

sediments through dredging operations could cause a 

significant spike in biologically available Mercury. 

Further, the dredge tailings would likely be above the 

ANZECC High mark of 1mg/Kg of Mercury and would be 

classed as toxic waste, requiring careful consideration.   

Is it safe to just leave the Mercury contaminated 

sediments where they are now? 

At the current level of Mercury contamination a 

constant flow of Mercury into the food system of the 

Coromandel Harbour occurs through the Methylation 

process in the harbour sediments, even without any 

dredging operations. It will require careful analysis of 

the full extent of the contamination to decide if 

remedial action through the removal of the worst 

contamination through careful specialized dredging 

operations is preferable to the status quo.  

What do we know about the Mercury levels in our sea 

food? 

The shellfish industry is testing regularly for Mercury 

contamination. Their products can only be sold for 

human consumption if they are below the legal 

threshold of Mercury. However, shellfish products 

produced here appear to sometimes exceed these limits 

according to statements made at a recent council 

meeting by a representative of the shellfish industry. It 

has transpired that in such cases batches from 

Coromandel have been blended with products from 

areas in the South Island of New Zealand, which 

exceeded their limit of hazardous metals such as 

Cadmium. The blended products were then found to be 

below legal thresholds for both toxins! It would be 

interesting to explore the legal and ethical implications 

of this praxis.  

Shellfish are normally low on the food chain and 

generally not known to be a significant problem for 

Mercury toxicity. Therefore, knowing that our shellfish 

do have elevated Mercury levels would indicate that 

predatory fish high on the food chain, such as Snapper 

and others caught locally, should be tested for Mercury. 

It is known that especially large old Snapper can have 

high levels of Mercury. The highest Mercury levels are 

found in sharks and regular consumers of shark or ling, 

often sold at fish and chips shops as ‘Lemon Fish’, are at 

particular risk. 

What do we know about Mercury toxicity in humans in 

New Zealand? 

A study undertaken by a researcher of AUT (Auckland 

University of Technology), Shamshad Karatala, found 

that populations with a high share of sea food in their 

diet and in particular Maori and Pacific Island 

populations may be at high risk for Methylmercury 

exposure due to their higher frequency of consuming 

potentially contaminated sea food. The study did 

however not look specifically at populations living at a 

hot-spot of Mercury pollution such as Coromandel 

Town. A repetition of this study in Coromandel Town 

would be indicated under the circumstances of our 

severe contamination of our harbour sediments form a 

public health perspective.  

United Nations Minamata Convention 

Since October 2013 New Zealand is a signatory nation to 

the United Nations Minamata Convention on Mercury. 

This is an international framework regulating Mercury 

emissions into the environment.  
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