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China is the largest country of anthropogenic mercury emis-
sion (Pacyna et al. 2010). Coal combustion, nonferrous metal 
smelting, cement production, and iron and steel production 
(Zhao et al. 2016; Beckers and Rinklebe, 2017) are impor-
tant emission sectors, which may lead to mercury contami-
nation in terrestrial and aquatic systems. For instance, 1.6% 
of studied soil sites in China exceed the limit for mercury, 
according to a recent national-scale survey by the Minis-
try of Environmental Protection (MEP) and the Ministry of 
Land and Resources (MLR) of China (MEP and MLR 2014). 
The elevated mercury levels in soils could raise ecological 
and health concerns. Under the context of the Minamata 
Convention on Mercury, China should take actions to reduce 
releases of mercury and the related environmental health 
risks. These challenges in turn call for better understanding 
of environmental behaviors and risks of mercury, efficient 

techniques for remediating mercury-contaminated environ-
ment, as well as wisdom in management.

Chinese scholars have made great contributions to mer-
cury research. In the last 20 years, Chinese scholars pub-
lished 22,444 peer-reviewed papers on mercury-related 
studies (Web of Science, Timespan: 2000–2019; Topic: mer-
cury; Address: China; by Apr. 29, 2019, the same below), 
accounting for about 18% of the total number in the world. 
The numbers of mercury-related publications from China 
increased from ‘176′ in 2000 to ‘1026′ in 2009 and ‘2320′ 
in 2018. At least 66% of those publications could be related 
to environmental and health issues of mercury, with research 
areas including environmental sciences ecology, public envi-
ronmental occupational health, and toxicology. Meanwhile, 
40% of the ‘highly cited in field’ and 75% of the ‘hot papers 
in field’ mercury-related papers in the last 20 years were 
contributed by Chinese authors. Similarly, 15% of mercury-
related papers (i.e. 88 out of 580), published in Bulletin of 
Environmental Contamination and Toxicology (BECT) since 
2000 were from Chinese authors. These numbers provide a 
hint of the significant contributions of mercury researcher 
in China, which could be partly attributed to the support of 
Chinese government.

In view of the active research on mercury, the Young 
Scholar Forum on Mercury Research (YSF-Hg) was initi-
ated in 2017. The previous two forums were organized by 
Research Center for Eco-Environmental Sciences, Chinese 
Academy of Sciences, and Institute of Geochemistry, Chi-
nese Academy of Sciences, with attendees from 11 insti-
tutes and universities in the first and 17 in the second forum. 
Progress in mercury research, particularly with respect to 
environmental and health concerns and remediation tech-
niques, were presented. Particularly, future directions, such 
as, identifying microbial methylators in paddy soils, explor-
ing behaviors of Hg nanoparticles, and comprehensively 
understanding biogeochemistry of HgS, were discussed. 
To highlight this progress and to acknowledge YSF-Hg, 
we proposed this special issue, inviting attendees and mer-
cury researchers to contribute review and research papers, 
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focusing on recent progress made in environmental studies 
of mercury.

In this issue of BECT, we have included 15 reviews and 
3 research papers, covering key topics of mercury research, 
e.g., mercury methylation and demethylation, bioaccumu-
lation and toxicity, food safety and health issues, mercury 
biogeochemistry and risks in different environments (e.g., 
atmosphere, forest, mountain, farming soil, aquaculture 
sites, freshwater and marine systems, and municipal sys-
tems), human activity-impacted mercury cycling, as well as 
novel techniques for mitigating risks of mercury. This issue 
could be a milestone of Hg research in China, and would 
suggest future avenues of research. While much progress 
has been made in the last tens of years in understanding bio-
geochemistry and risk of Hg, there is still a long road ahead.
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