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New rebate program launched to increase

mercury thermostat recycling

Incentives reward contractors for protecting the environment

Portland, Ore. – A new rebate program aims to recycle 4,000 mercury-containing thermostats in an effort to keep mercury out of the environment. Contractors who participate in the program will receive a rebate coupon for each mercury-containing thermostat they return to a participating wholesaler for recycling. The $4 coupons can be used toward the purchase of mercury-free ENERGY STAR® qualified thermostats.

The initiative is sponsored by Portland General Electric (PGE), the Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ), Thermostat Recycling Corporation (TRC) and the Product Stewardship Institute (PSI). PGE is underwriting the $20,000 rebate cost, DEQ is providing education and outreach to contractors and TRC is managing the rebate and recycling program. 
“In Oregon, thousands of mercury thermostats go into the garbage each year, making them one of the largest sources of mercury in our landfills,” said Wayne Lei, PGE’s director of environmental policy. “By giving heating, ventilation and air conditioning contractors an incentive to recycle, we hope to dramatically reduce mercury levels in Oregon’s environment.” 

The rebate is an addition to a mercury thermostat recycling program that TRC has operated nationally since 1998 and in Oregon since 2001. Through the TRC program, contractors can recycle mercury-containing thermostats at no cost. Participating wholesalers provide TRC recycling containers on-site and ship thermostats to TRC for recycling. Participating wholesalers are listed at www.nema.org/trc.
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The rebate program coincides with the start of a new state law that makes it illegal for contractors to install mercury thermostats. Oregon Environmental Council (OEC) led the lobbying efforts that created the state installation ban.

  “Since digital thermostats offer an excellent alternative to the mercury thermostat, eliminating the mercury type makes good sense,” said Laura Weiss, OEC’s toxics program director. “We are glad that this new rebate program is being offered to help reduce mercury pollution in Oregon.” 

Mercury-containing thermostats can be hazardous when disposed improperly. Each mercury thermostat contains about 4 grams, or almost a teaspoon, of mercury. Because there are so many mercury thermostats in use, they are one of the largest sources of disposed mercury in Oregon. Collecting and recycling mercury-containing products such as thermostats is an important way to minimize mercury releases into the environment.

Replacing an old thermostat with a programmable ENERGY STAR model can significantly reduce energy use because they can be set to automatically lower the temperature at night and at times when a home is unoccupied. 

The year-long Oregon rebate program is one of two pilot projects partially funded by a U.S. Environmental Protection Agency grant. The grant, awarded to the Product Stewardship Institute, will help determine if offering a financial incentive will motivate contractors to increase thermostat recycling. The other pilot project is underway in Indiana.

  “This project is an excellent example of product stewardship, in which industry and government can work together to solve an environmental problem,” said Loretta Pickerell, DEQ’s

solid waste policy and programs manager.  

Consumers who want to replace and recycle old mercury-containing thermostats can call a local heating contractor. ENERGY STAR thermostats are also available from home improvement retailers for self-installation, but only contractors are eligible for the rebate program. Consumers can recycle old mercury thermostats through local household hazardous waste recycling programs. 

Contractors can get complete information on Oregon’s mercury thermostat recycling and rebate program by calling DEQ toll-free in Oregon at 1-800-452-4011 or by going to www.deq.state.or.us/wmc/solwaste/hhw/hhwthermostats.html.
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