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Mercury Switches & Relays


An Environmental Management Fact Sheet for Auto Salvage Yards on...
Where Are They Found?

Vehicle trunk and hood light switches often contain mercury. If the light goes on when the hood is partway up, or if you can see that the bulb housing is deliberately mounted at an angle to the hood, a mercury switch is probably being used. A variety of manufacturing processes use relays to control power to heaters or pumps. Relays that contain mercury switches activate airbags, anti-lock brakes (primarily found in four-wheel drive vehicles), some seat belt systems, and some automatically adjusting suspension systems. Some agricultural equipment, military vehicles, mass transit vehicles, and fire hook and ladder equipment also contain mercury switches. Mercury switches are found in a variety of items ranging from chest freezers to sump pumps. Mercury containing tilt switches are found in or under the lids of some clothes washers and chest freezers. They stop the spin cycle or turn on a light. They are also found in motion-sensitive and position-sensitive safety switches in clothes irons and space heaters. If a mechanical switch is not visible in these items, a mercury switch is probably being used. Float switches are commonly used in sump pumps and bilge pumps to turn the equipment on and off when the water is at a certain level. These switch devices are often visible. (See the Mercury Switch Removal Manual for switch removal instructions.)

Can waste mercury-added devices be handled as something other than a
hazardous waste?

Yes. Both Vermont and federal hazardous waste regulations already contain provisions to simplify the handling and recycling of waste mercury-added thermostats and lamps. These are called “Universal Wastes”. Under current Vermont Waste Management Division policy, the terms of these provisions have been extended to all fabricated mercury-added products, switches, and devices that are not presently listed as so-called “Universal Wastes”.

What if a mercury-added device breaks?

At a minimum, the device, the released mercury and cleanup debris should be sealed in a plastic bag and transferred to a closed compatible container labeled “Hazardous Waste” (with a description of the contents) and managed as a hazardous waste.

What should you tell workers who handle waste mercury-added products?

All employees who handle or manage mercury-added products should be informed of proper handling and emergency procedures for these products and for mercury.



What are the disposal options for mercury-added devices?
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· Recycling through a municipal or solid waste district’s household hazardous waste
collection program.
· Direct shipment as “Universal Waste” to a mercury recycling facility.
· Shipment through a hazardous waste transporter to a proper destination facility. 
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