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Industry, advocates and government craft ground breaking mercury bill in Maine

AUGUSTA, Maine, April 14, 2006 – Maine Governor John Baldacci today signed into law the nation’s first financial incentive to recycle building thermostats that contain mercury, and the first law to require thermostat collection for do-it-yourselfers.  The law is the result of an agreement between the Thermostat Recycling Corporation (TRC), Natural Resources Council of Maine (NRCM), Maine Department of Environmental Protection, and the Environmental Health Strategy Center. The Product Stewardship Institute (PSI) brought the parties together and mediated the agreement.

The thermostat law is the latest in a series of state initiatives aimed at reducing mercury emissions from thermostats.  Maine law already bans the sale of new mercury thermostats as of this past January, and requires wholesalers to recycle mercury thermostats taken out of service. The new law mandates that all mercury thermostats be recycled, and provides a financial incentive with a minimum value of $5 on each one turned in.  Over the coming months, stakeholders will work out a program for contractors and installers to turn in the devices, followed by a program for homeowners.  These plans will encourage the purchase of non-mercury Energy Star qualified thermostats as replacements.

“Each party knew what it wanted, and was determined to forge an agreement,” said PSI Executive Director Scott Cassel.  “Together, we found a way to meet industry’s need to stimulate the market and create a fair system, government’s interest in providing an incentive to change consumer behavior and maximize the return of mercury thermostats, and the environmental community’s need for aggressive goals.”

The law requires all manufacturers that sold mercury thermostats in Maine to develop a recycling program. Currently, only the three largest thermostat manufacturers (Honeywell, General Electric, and White-Rodgers) operate such a program through TRC. The law sets recycling targets and prohibits wholesalers and retailers from selling any thermostat from a manufacturer that is not in compliance with the law. 

“Under Maine’s new mercury product law, those that make it, re-take it,” said Jon Hinck, NCRM attorney. “Honeywell deserves credit and recognition for helping Maine keep mercury pollution out of our air and water.”
“We feel an obligation to do as much as possible to reduce the potential environmental impacts from our products all across their lifecycle,” said Mark Kohorst, TRC Executive Director. “We are encouraged by this joint effort to capture as many mercury thermostats as possible.”

Mercury pollution is a problem across the nation, with many rivers and lakes subject to mercury fish advisories.  People can get exposed to mercury by eating contaminated fish.  One of the many sources of mercury deposition in the environment can be mercury-containing products.   Mercury containing products can lead to contamination when thrown in the trash, where they might be crushed, incinerated, or otherwise mismanaged in a way to cause airborne releases, after which mercury falls back to earth in rainwater. 

Recycling mercury-containing thermostats is an effective way to address this problem, which is why thermostat manufacturers established the Thermostat Recycling Corporation in 1998. TRC has collected more than 430,000 mercury-containing thermostats since its inception.  Most continue to be disposed in the trash, however, so there is a clear need for ways to grow the program further.  
PSI is a national non-profit membership-based organization that assists 31 states and 28 local governments in pursuing initiatives to ensure that all those involved in the lifecycle of the product share responsibility for reducing its health and environmental impacts. 
TRC is a private, industry-funded corporation established by the thermostat manufacturing industry.  TRC works with the EPA and state environmental officials for the sole purpose of recycling mercury thermostats nationwide.

NRCM is a member-supported nonprofit organization working to improve the quality of Maine's rivers, reduce poisonous chemicals threatening human and wildlife health, decrease air and global warming pollution, and conserve Maine lands.
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