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CHEMICAL TYPE OF MERCURY IN PATIENTS 
IN THE OUTBREAK IN IRAQ 

J. Cr i sp in  Smith, F. F a r r i s  and R .  Von Burg 
Department of Pharmacology and Toxicology, Univers i ty  of 

Rochester School of Medicine, Rochester,  NY 14642, United S t a t e s  of America 

A c o r r e c t  t ox ico log ica l  assessment of t h e  outbreak i n  I raq  r equ i r e s  t h a t  t he  chemical 
form of mercury involved be known. The bulk of t h e  a n a l y t i c a l  da ta  from Iraq was obtained 
by atomic absorpt ion  spectrophotometry. This method measures t o t a l  mercury and, s e l e c t i v e l y ,  
inorganic  mercury. A s i g n i f i c a n t  number of blood, h a i r ,  and post-mortem t i s s u e  samples were 
examined by a gas chromatographic procedure. I t  was shown t h a t  t h e  non-inorganic mercury 
present  could be accounted f o r  a s  methylmercury. Although t h e  inorganic  mercury l e v e l s  were 
a l s o  e l eva ted ,  t h i s  form of mercury r a r e l y  accounted f o r  more than  10% of  t h e  t o t a l  mercury. 
No o the r  organomercury compounds were de t r , , t rd  i n  t h e  human mater ia l .  The samples examined 
were mainly from t h e  provinces near  Baghdad bu t  some were from o the r  a r e a s  of t h e  country. 

The outbreak i n  I raq  can be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  i n t o x i c a t i o n  with methylmercury. Every e f f o r t  
should be made t o  d i s c u s s  t h e  tox ico log ica l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i n  terms of methylmercury concentra- 
t i ons .  
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