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Overview

• What are skin lightening products?

• Why is mercury a main ingredient?

• What are their impacts on human health and the environment?

• How has skin lightening products effected Minnesota?

• Current work and Future Goals



•Colorism
• Colorism is defined as discrimination that privileges light-skinned

people over people with darker skin.
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Skin Lightening Products



Why Mercury?

• Mercury Salts inhibits the formation of
Melanin, resulting in lighter skin tone

• Effective

• Cheap



Exposure pathways

• Dermal
absorption

• Ingestion

• Inhalation



Impact on Human Health

• Mercury can damage

• Nervous system

• Kidneys

• Skin by causing rashes and blotchy spots

• Give a grayish color



Impact on the Environment

Skin Lightening Products end up in Landfill

• Air

• Soil

• Water

Posing a threat to human and wildlife health



2008 Ban on Mercury in Cosmetics

MN State Statutes 116.92 Mercury Emissions: Reduction

Sub division 8i. Ban; mercury in Cosmetics, toiletries, and fragrances

After January 1, 2008 a person may not sell, offer for sale, or distribute in the 
state a cosmetic, toiletry, or fragrance product containing mercury. 



MN FEET study found some 
pregnant Asian and Latina 

women had elevated levels 
of mercury in urine, likely 
linked with skin lightening 

products



CNN Story

https://www.cnn.com/2022/11/29/health/skin-whitening-beauty-creams-mercury-vision-loss-mother-families-as-equals-intl-cmd/index



Minnesota Cooperation

• MPCA
• Testing and Enforcement

• Outreach and Education to Sellers

• Home Visits

• MDH
• Testing of Minnesotans

• Outreach and Education to Minnesotans and Providers

• Department of Commerce

• Local Public Health – Home Visits

• Local Household Hazardous Waste – Proper disposal 



MDH educational handout
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Events

• Search and Seizure at Hmong Town and Hmong Village in 2016 & 2018
• 4.5 tons of products sent to Household Hazardous Waste facilities

• Start of Minnesota’s Product Database (MDH website)

• Citations issued

• 2019 State of MN provided Grants
• Education and outreach into communities

• Minneapolis Public Health Buy back program - 864 containers (approximately $10k)

• Vendors agreed to not sell products

• 2023 Meeting with Major online Platforms
• Pipeline to getting products off their website



National Cooperation

• MPCA and Minnesota Department of Health partners:

• California Department of Public Health 

• New York City Department of Health

Collaboration topics:

• Public outreach and education

• Enforcement

• Product testing



International Cooperation

• Zero Mercury Working Group (Coalition of Worldwide Civil Society 
Organizations)

• Testing and releasing of product information

• Focus is ban of sales on major Online platform

• MPCA has shared product information and work with online platforms with Mercury Policy Project

• United Nation Environment Program Mercury in Products Partnership

• Project “Eliminating mercury skin lightening products”

• Governments of Gabon, Jamaica, Sri Lanka

• World Health Organization is a partner



Near Future Goals

• Major Online Platforms
• Monitoring Sellers and Preventing Product Listing

• Product Testing

• Share Data with other organizations

• System to respond when notified of problematic products

• Local Sellers
• More education for the community

• Product Testing

• Screen products

• Ensure proper management of unwanted products

• Continue Mercury in Urine Screening in Children



Questions?
Thank you!

Michael Xiong
michael.xiong@state.mn.us

651-757-2079
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