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June 29, 1362

Mir. II. W. Speicher, Administrator  
Industrial Hygiene  
Westinghouse Electric Corporation  
East Pittsburgh, Fa.

Dear Mr. Speicher;

With respect to the occupational (or other) hazard of the  
absorption of mercury through the skin, under ordinar y conditions,  
you can dismiss the matter as of no practical conse quence. I can  
imagine conditions under which the contribution by p ercutaneous  
absorption to the total quantity absorbed would be si gnificant  
(as for example the practically continuous contact of  the skin with  
a heavy grease base in which firmly divided raetalic mercury is  
aispersed)in appreciable concentrations (from 1 or 2 per cent,  
upward). However, the incidental contact of the skin  of the fingers  
£md hands with metallic mercury, by itself, is of no significance,  
in itself, and is/absurdly minute importance in relation  to the  
inhalation of mercury vapor. (I am sure you are aware t hat mercury  
has a highly significant vapor pressure at ordinary te mperatures).  
Such inhalation occurs to an important extent in a v a riety of  
industrial and professional (diagnostic laboratories ) situations.
It is not too easy to maintain the atmosphere of labo ratories and  
chemical work rooms well within the proper specific ations. It can  
be done, but it is hot always done. I have seen many times the  
tolerable level in a variety of places. The air should n ot be  
permitted t:o contain more than 0.1 mg. Hg. per cubi c meter at any  
time, in view of the serious character of chronic merc urialism, but  
i[n our experience, this standard is sufficient to main tain freedom  
from hazard. There will be an highly significant abso rption of  
mercury at or near this threshold level of concentra tion. The  
relative rate of the absorption ia indicated by the  rate of the  
excretion of mercury in the urine, and when it is not in ex cess  
of 0.20 mg. d1 0.03 of Hg. per liter of urine (in an in dividual who  
has no renal' damage) the hazard is insignificant. Yo u are right  
in believing that the ingestion of mercury may be a problem, but  
it is usually of* minor significance.

The method of analysis which we use in this Laboratory, af ter its  
development here, is described in the attached reprin t. I send  
you also a reprint of an article on some experimental  work done  
here which will, I think, be of interest to you. The cost per  
analysis of carrying out this procedure is $12.50.
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