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Overview of Mercury Issues in Japan

1. There is no primary mercury mining since 1974.

2. There is no mercury-based chlor-alkali plant since 

1999.

3. More than 100 ton/year of mercury is recycled from 

mercury containing products and by-products form 

smelters 

4. About 13 ton/year of mercury is used for production 

of mercury containing devices.

5. More than 100 ton/year of mercury is exported.

6. Japan has a experience of serious methylmercury 

poisning incidents in Minamata and Niigata
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Minamata Disease
Minamata and Niigata

Image: Niigata Prefecture, 2007
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Minamata Disease

Photo by W. Eugene Smith © Aileen M. Smith
Courtesy of Ms. Aileen M. Smith 

http://aileenarchive.or.jp/aileenarchive_en/index.html
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Minamata Disease Summary (1)
What Happened in Minamata during 1932 to 2010?

1932-1968: Chisso operated acetaldehyde plant in Minamata using Inorganic mercury

as a catalyst. Methylmercury was released to MInamata Bay

1950s: Sufferers emerged among residents around Minamata Bay.

1956: Minamata Disease was officially confirmed.  But the cause was unknown.
1968: Government and Chisso recognized the methylmercury from Chisso as the 

cause of Minamata Disease and Chisso closed the acetaldehyde plant. 
1969: Government offered a settlement, but victims were split into two groups.
1969-89: Many victims took Chisso to court for responsibility and compensation.
1977: Government set criteria for recognition of Minamata Disease,
1977-78: Many victims who had not been recognized raised lawsuits against 

Government, Kumamoto Prefecture and Chisso.

1995: Government offered  political  solution for the issues of unrecognized victims.

2004: Supreme Court denounced inaction of Government and Kumamoto Prefecture in 

preventing damage enlargement and recognized their responsibility.
2009: Minamata Relief Law was passed at the Diet.
2010: Kumamoto district court recommended a settlement and the majority accepted.
2010: One group decided to continue their lawsuit seeking more substantial solution.
2010: Government announced a policy for the relief of Minamata and Niigata victims

based on the Minamata Relief Law and the Settlement by the district court.
2010: PM Yukio Hatoyama attended the 54th annual memorial service for the victims 

of Minamata disease and apologized to Minamata victims.



77

Minamata Disease Summary (2)
How Many Victims ?

üVictims compensated (by Asahi Shimbun April 16, 2010)

1977: Those who were recognized approx. 3,000

1995: Those who accepted Political Settlement approx. 11,000

2004: Those who were recognized  by Supreme Court Decision 37

üVictims to be compensated (by Mainichi Shimbun March 29, 2010)

Those who applied for recognition (as of Feb 28, 2010)  7,608

Those who received free medical treatment (as of Feb 28, 2010) 26,670

Those who may be identified later ??

üEstimated total number of  compensated victims 48,315 + ??

Site Yatsushiro Sea / Minamata Bay, Kumamoto

Responsible Company Chisso Corp.

Officially confirmed May, 1, 1956

Numbers of Victims (No official data)



Minamata Disease

History (1)

ü 1932-1968: Chisso operated acetaldehyde plant in Minamata. 

ü Inorganic mercury was used as a catalyst.

ü Alkylmercury compound was being released to MInamata Bay although no 
one was aware of it until 1959.

ü 1950s: Sufferers emerged among residents around Minamata Bay.

ü 1956: Minamata Disease was officially confirmed.

ü 1959: Organic mercury was identified as the cause by Kumamoto 
University. 

ü Chisso repeatedly offered counterarguments mobilizing ñexpert scientistsò.

ü Chisso provided monetary donations to 79 victims but did not acknowledge 
their responsibility of the pollution and harm.

ü 1963: Methylmercury in wastewater from Chisso was proved as the cause 
of Minamata Disease by Kumamoto University.
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Minamata Disease

History (2)
ü 1968: Government officially recognized methylmercury as the cause of 

Minamata Disease, which was a by-product produced in the 
acetaldehyde manufacturing process at Chisso Minamata factory. 

ü 1968: Chisso closed the acetaldehyde plant. 

ü 1969: Ministry of Welfare set up a mediation committee and it presented  
some monetary settlement. The committee said that under the present 
legal system, it was not able to place legal responsibility on Chisso 
based on the sole reason that wastewater was the cause. 

ü Victims split into two groups; one relied on the committee and the other 
insisted on lawsuits.

ü 1969: Victims took Chisso to court for responsibility and compensation. 
(The first lawsuit.)

ü 1973: Victims took Chisso to court for recognition of Minamata Disease 
and compensation. (The second lawsuit.)

ü 1977: Environmental Agency set criteria for recognition of Minamata 
Disease, which accepted only limited symptoms to avoid increase in 
number of victims to be compensated.

ü 1977-78: Many victims who had not been recognized raised lawsuits 
against the Government, Kumamoto Prefecture and Chisso.
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Minamata Disease

History (3)

ü 1980, 81, 89: Victims took Chisso to court for recognition of Minamata 
Disease and compensation. (The third lawsuit.)

ü 1982: Victims who had moved to Kansai area (Osaka area) filed a 
lawsuit against the Government, Kumamoto Prefecture and Chisso for 
their responsibility, recognition of plaintiffs as Minamata Disease and 
compensation. (Kansai lawsuit)

ü 1987: The district court first recognized the responsibility of the 
Government and Kumamoto Prefecture as well as Chisso. (The third 
lawsuit.)

ü 1995: Government decided ñfinalò solutionfor the issues of unrecognized 
victims but did not mention Governmentôs responsibility.

ü 2004: Supreme Court denounced inaction of the Government and 
Kumamoto Prefecture in preventing damage enlargement and 
recognized their responsibility. (Kansai lawsuit )

ü 2005: Victims raised lawsuits against Government, Kumamoto Prefecture 
and Chisso for recognition of Minamata Disease and compensation. 
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Minamata Disease

History (4)

ü2009: Minamata Relief Law was passed at the Diet with controversies 
surrounding the ff issues:

1. Split Chisso into two companies, a parent company for 
compensation (Chisso Corp.) and a subsidiary company for business. 

2. The criteria for recognizing the disease remains unchanged.

3. No whole health investigation has been made.

4. Victims born after November 1969 are not eligible for compensation.

üSome major victimsô groups decided to accept the relief based on the 
Law (political solution) considering aging suffers who need support 
quickly, but other groups did not accept the Law and decided to seek 
legal solution.
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Minamata Disease

History (5)

ü2010: Kumamoto district court recommended a settlement which consists 
of lump-sum payments of 2.1 million yen ($22,600) each and monthly 
medical allowances of up to 17,700 yen ($190).

üThe Government and Kumamoto Prefecture accepted the settlement.

üThe political solution groups (about 4,300 victims) who had already 
accepted the Minamata Relief Law also accepted the settlement.

üThe majority of the legal solution groups (2,123 victims) also accepted 
the settlement considering aging suffers who need support quickly.

üGovernment intends to apply the relief based on the settlement in order 
to end the half-a-century Minamata saga to:

1. Those who had filed application for recognition (7,608 victims)

2. Those who had received new health notebooks for free medical 
treatment instead of recognition of Minamata Disease (26,670 victims)

üHowever, another group called "Gojyokai" (9 victims) in Minamata who 
had criticized the Minamata Relief Law decided to continue their lawsuit 
seeking more substantial solution, and so the Minamata issue has not yet 
reached a full-scale and equitable solution.



13

Minamata Disease History (6)

ü Criticism at the Minamata Relief Law including:
(1) A split of Chisso Corp. into two companies allows it to escape from their 

responsibilities.

It is said that once the victims have been compensated, the parent 
company, Chisso will be liquidated.

(2) The criteria for recognizing the disease remains unchanged.

These limited criteria are not able to relieve potential victims who could 
not disclose their disease for fear of discrimination due to the disease in 
their community or those who may appear later as next generation of 
victims.

(3) No whole health investigation has been made.

Thus nobody will be able to understand the full true picture of the 
Minamata Disease including victims who could not disclose their 
disease, who already died without being recognized, or future victims,
and it will vanish into the night forever.

(4) Those victims who were born after November 1969 are not eligible for 
compensation.


