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The emerging market for mercury control

  

The UN Minamata Convention has yet to be ratified but, when it is, signatory countries 
will need to install best available technologies and ensure best environmental practice 
(BAT and BEP) on all new coal-fired plants and establish a national action plan on how 
to control or reduce emissions from existing plants. The stringency of these 
requirements will vary according to the political, geographical, technological and 
economic limitations in each region. The determination of which technology is most 
appropriate at each plant is site specific, varying with the coal characteristics 
(subbituminous and lignite coals are more challenging than bituminous and anthracite 
coals), the existing plant configuration (co-benefit options) and the level of mercury 
reduction required (as determined by the legislation). The path for Minamata 
commitment in most countries is likely to follow the path of the EU, through cost-
effective co-benefits.  

 

• In Europe and parts of Asia, there is an historical emphasis on the 
application of particulate, NOx and SO2 control for coal fired power plants. 
There are co-benefits with mercury control that are likely to mean the need 
for a pollutant specific control system for mercury will either not be needed 
or will not have to achieve especially high reduction levels.  

• In contrast, in the USA, where the pollution control approach has been 
based on emissions trading without the commitment for all plants to 
establish a range of pollutant control devices, the legislation seems likely to 
push utilities to install specific technologies for control of this pollutant to 
very strict levels. 

• In the USA, and Canada, a market is emerging for such specific control 
technologies, which can reduce mercury emissions by 90% or more. 
Options include activated carbon and sorbents, together with oxidants 
based on chemical (eg halogens) or electrochemical (such as ozone or 
plasma charging) systems.  

• The rate that the market will develop globally will depend on the spread of 
legislation requiring specific mercury control, and in this regard the UN 
Minamata Convention will be a key driver.   

• From a further market perspective, these mercury control systems are 
emerging into an already existing market for technologies that control 
pollutants such as particulates, SO2 and NOx. Consequently, there are likely 
to be cost benefits from the introduction of multi-pollutant control 
technologie namely systems that control the emissions of several pollutants 
simultaneously.  
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The market for multi-pollutant control technologies, namely systems that control the 
emissions of several pollutants simultaneously, is expected to focus on new or total 
rebuild plants where the choice of control technologies is completely open and where 
capturing many pollutants in the one system could make more economic sense than 
installing control technologies for individual pollutants. Multi-pollutant technologies are 
relatively new and, in many cases, still at pre-commercial scale, so this is an area where 
further development and demonstration is required.  

This note is based on the report: The emerging market for mercury control ‒ (CCC/245 February 2015) by 
Dr Lesley Sloss. The report is available to download from the IEA Clean Coal Centre bookshop.  

The IEA Clean Coal Centre is the world's foremost provider of information and analysis on the clean and 
efficient use of coal worldwide, particularly clean coal technologies, in a balanced and objective way, 
without political or commercial bias. IEA Clean Coal Centre has contracting parties and sponsors from: 
Australia, Austria, China, the European Commission, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, Poland, Russia, South 
Africa, Thailand, the UK and the USA. 
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