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Why should people use CFLs?
Switching from traditional light bulbs (called incandescent) to CFLs is an effective, simple change everyone in
America can make right now. Making this change will help to use less electricity at home and prevent greenhouse
gas emissions that lead to global climate change. Lighting accounts for close to 20 percent of the average home’s
electric bill. ENERGY STAR qualified CFLs use up to 75 percent less energy (electricity) than incandescent light
bulbs, last up to 10 times longer, cost little up front, and provide a quick return on investment.
If every home in America replaced just one incandescent light bulb with an ENERGY STAR qualified CFL, in one
year it would save enough energy to light more than 3 million homes. That would prevent the release of
greenhouse gas emissions equal to that of about 800,000 cars.

Do CFLs contain mercury?
CFLs contain a very small amount of mercury sealed within the glass tubing – an average of 4 milligrams – about
the amount that would cover the tip of a ballpoint pen. By comparison, older thermometers contain about 500
milligrams of mercury – an amount equal to the mercury in 125 CFLs. Mercury is an essential part of CFLs; it
allows the bulb to be an efficient light source. No mercury is released when the bulbs are intact (not broken) or in
use.
Most makers of light bulbs have reduced mercury in their fluorescent lighting products. Thanks to technology
advances and a commitment from members of the National Electrical Manufacturers Association, the average
mercury content in CFLs has dropped at least 20 percent in the past year. Some manufacturers have even made
further reductions, dropping mercury content to 1.4 – 2.5 milligrams per light bulb.

What are mercury emissions caused by humans?
EPA estimates the U.S. is responsible for the release of 104 metric tons of mercury emissions each year. Most of
these emissions come from coal-fired electrical power. Mercury released into the air is the main way that mercury
gets into water and bio-accumulates in fish. (Eating fish contaminated with mercury is the main way for humans to
be exposed.)
Most mercury vapor inside fluorescent light bulbs becomes bound to the inside of the light bulb as it is used. EPA
estimates that the rest of the mercury within a CFL – about 11 percent – is released into air or water when it is
sent to a landfill, assuming the light bulb is broken. Therefore, if all 290 million CFLs sold in 2007 were sent to a
landfill (versus recycled, as a worst case) – they would add 0.13 metric tons, or 0.1 percent, to U.S. mercury
emissions caused by humans.

How do CFLs result in less mercury in the environment compared to traditional light
bulbs?
Electricity use is the main source of mercury emissions in the U.S. CFLs use less electricity than incandescent
lights, meaning CFLs reduce the amount of mercury into the environment. As shown in the table below, a 13-watt,
8,000-rated-hour-life CFL (60-watt equivalent; a common light bulb type) will save 376 kWh over its lifetime, thus
avoiding 4.5 mg of mercury. If the bulb goes to a landfill, overall emissions savings would drop a little, to 4.2 mg.
EPA recommends that CFLs are recycled where possible, to maximize mercury savings.

Light Bulb
Type

CFL
Incandescent

Watts

13
60

Hours of Use

8,000
8,000

kWh
Use

104
480
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Because CFLs also help to reduce greenhouse gasses, other pollutants associated with electricity production,
and landfill waste (because the bulbs last longer), they are clearly the environmental winner when compared to
traditional incandescent light bulbs.

What precautions should I take when using CFLs in my home?
CFLs are made of glass and can break if dropped or roughly handled. Be careful when removing the bulb from its
packaging, installing it, or replacing it. Always screw and unscrew the light bulb by its base (not the glass), and
never forcefully twist the CFL into a light socket. If a CFL breaks in your home, follow the clean-up
recommendations below. Used CFLs should be disposed of properly (see below).

What should I do with a CFL when it burns out?
EPA recommends that consumers take advantage of available local recycling options for compact fluorescent
light bulbs. EPA is working with CFL manufacturers and major U.S. retailers to expand recycling and disposal
options. Consumers can contact their local municipal solid waste agency directly, or go to
www.epa.gov/bulbrecycling or www.earth911.org to identify local recycling options.
If your state or local environmental regulatory agency permits you to put used or broken CFLs in the garbage,
seal the bulb in two plastic bags and put it into the outside trash, or other protected outside location, for the next
normal trash collection. Never send a fluorescent light bulb or any other mercury-containing product to an
incinerator.
If your ENERGY STAR qualified CFL product burns out before it should, look at the CFL base to find the
manufacturer’s name. Visit the manufacturer’s web site to find the customer service contact information to inquire
about a refund or replacement. Manufacturers producing ENERGY STAR qualified CFLs are required to offer at
least a two-year limited warranty (covering manufacturer defects) for CFLs used at home. In the future, save your
receipts to document the date of purchase.

How should I clean up a broken fluorescent bulb?
Because CFLs contain a small amount of mercury, EPA recommends the following clean-up and disposal
guidelines:

1. Before Clean-up: Air Out the Room




Have people and pets leave the room, and don't let anyone walk through the breakage area on their way out.
Open a window and leave the room for 15 minutes or more.
Shut off the central forced-air heating/air conditioning system, if you have one.

2. Clean-Up Steps for Hard Surfaces





Carefully scoop up glass fragments and powder using stiff paper or cardboard and place them in a glass jar with
metal lid (such as a canning jar) or in a sealed plastic bag.
Use sticky tape, such as duct tape, to pick up any remaining small glass pieces and powder.
Wipe the area clean with damp paper towels or disposable wet wipes. Place towels in the glass jar or plastic bag.
Do not use a vacuum or broom to clean up the broken bulb on hard surfaces.

3. Clean-up Steps for Carpeting or Rug:





Carefully pick up glass fragments and place them in a glass jar with metal lid (such as a canning jar) or in a
sealed plastic bag.
Use sticky tape, such as duct tape, to pick up any remaining small glass fragments and powder.
If vacuuming is needed after all visible materials are removed, vacuum the area where the bulb was broken.
Remove the vacuum bag (or empty and wipe the canister), and put the bag or vacuum debris in a sealed plastic
bag.

4. Clean-up Steps for Clothing, Bedding, etc.:






If clothing or bedding materials come in direct contact with broken glass or mercury-containing powder from inside
the bulb that may stick to the fabric, the clothing or bedding should be thrown away. Do not wash such clothing or
bedding because mercury fragments in the clothing may contaminate the machine and/or pollute sewage.
You can, however, wash clothing or other materials that have been exposed to the mercury vapor from a broken
CFL, such as the clothing you are wearing when you cleaned up the broken CFL, as long as that clothing has not
come into direct contact with the materials from the broken bulb.
If shoes come into direct contact with broken glass or mercury-containing powder from the bulb, wipe them off
with damp paper towels or disposable wet wipes. Place the towels or wipes in a glass jar or plastic bag for
disposal.

5. Disposal of Clean-up Materials




Immediately place all clean-up materials outdoors in a trash container or protected area for the next normal trash
pickup.
Wash your hands after disposing of the jars or plastic bags containing clean-up materials.
Check with your local or state government about disposal requirements in your specific area. Some states do not
allow such trash disposal. Instead, they require that broken and unbroken mercury-containing bulbs be taken to a
local recycling center.

6. Future Cleaning of Carpeting or Rug: Air Out the Room During and After Vacuuming



The next several times you vacuum, shut off the central forced-air heating/air conditioning system and open a
window before vacuuming.
Keep the central heating/air conditioning system shut off and the window open for at least 15 minutes after
vacuuming is completed.

What is mercury?
Mercury is an element (Hg on the periodic table) found naturally in the environment. Mercury emissions in the air
can come from both natural and man-made sources. Coal-fired power plants are the largest man-made source
because mercury that naturally exists in coal is released into the air when coal is burned to make electricity. Coalfired power generation accounts for roughly 40 percent of the mercury emissions in the U.S.
The use of CFLs reduces power demand, which helps reduce mercury emissions from power plants.
For more information on all sources of mercury, visit http://www.epa.gov/mercury
For more information about compact fluorescent bulbs, visit http://www.energystar.gov/cfls
EPA is continually reviewing its clean-up and disposal recommendations for CFLs to ensure
that the Agency presents the most up-to-date information for consumers and businesses.

From GE Lighting Consumer Information
Does the EPA recommend the use of CFL bulbs?
Yes. CFLs, when compared with standard incandescent bulbs, offer many benefits. First, they
help save energy and money. They use 2/3 less energy than standard incandescent light bulbs,
and last up to 10 times longer. Replacing a 60-watt incandescent with a 13-watt CFL can save
you at least $30 in energy costs over the life of the bulb. Second, CFLs offer convenience,
because they last longer, and come in different sizes and shapes to fit almost any fixture. In
addition, CFLs produce about 70% less heat than standard incandescent bulbs, so they're safer
to operate and can help cut energy costs associated with home cooling. When shopping, always
look for ENERGY STAR qualified CFLs.
Is it true that CFLs contain mercury? Why and how much?
CFLs contain a very small amount of mercury sealed within the glass tubing - an average of 5
milligrams (roughly equivalent to the tip of a ball-point pen). Mercury is an essential,
irreplaceable element in CFLs and is what allows the bulb to be an efficient light source. By
comparison, older home thermometers contain 500 milligrams of mercury and many manual
thermostats contain up to 3000 milligrams. It would take between 100 and 600 CFLs to equal
those amounts.
There is currently no substitute for mercury in CFLs; however, manufacturers have taken
significant steps to reduce mercury used in their fluorescent lighting products over the past
decade.
Should I be concerned about using CFLs in my home or should I take any special
precautions?
CFLs are safe to use in your home. No mercury is released when the bulbs are in use and they
pose no danger to you or your family when used properly. However, CFLs are made of glass
tubing and can break if dropped or roughly handled. Be careful when removing the lamp from its
packaging, installing it, or replacing it. Always screw and unscrew the lamp by its base, and
never forcefully twist the CFL into a light socket by its tubes. Used CFLs should be disposed of
properly, learn how to properly dispose.
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In Depth

Scroll down to read advice from the EPA and Energy Department on what to
look for in a CFL — and get a home energy calculator.
All Things Considered, February 15, 2007 · The Environmental Protection
Agency and some large business, including Wal-Mart, are aggressively promoting
the sale of compact fluorescent light bulbs as a way to save energy and fight
global warming. They want Americans to buy many millions of them over the
coming years.
But the bulbs contain small amounts of mercury, a neurotoxin, and the
companies and federal government haven't come up with effective ways to get
Americans to recycle them.
"The problem with the bulbs is that they'll break before they get to the landfill.
They'll break in containers, or they'll break in a dumpster or they'll break in the
trucks. Workers may be exposed to very high levels of mercury when that
happens," says John Skinner, executive director of the Solid Waste Association of
North America, the trade group for the people who handle trash and recycling.
Skinner says when bulbs break near homes, they can contaminate the soil.

Mercury is a potent neurotoxin, and it's especially dangerous for children and
fetuses. Most exposure to mercury comes from eating fish contaminated with
mercury,
Some states, cities and counties have outlawed putting CFL bulbs in the trash,
but in most states the practice is legal.
Pete Keller works for Eco Lights Northwest, the only company in Washington
state that recycles fluorescent lamps. He says it is illegal to put the bulbs in the
trash in some counties in Washington, but most people still throw them out.
"I think most people do want to recycle, but if it's not made easy, it doesn't
happen," Keller says. "And they're small enough to fit in a trash can. So by nature,
I think most people are not recyclers. So if it's small enough to fit in a trash can,
that's where it ends up."
Experts agree that it's not easy for most people to recycle these bulbs. Even cities
that have curbside recycling won't take the bulbs. So people have to take them to
a hazardous-waste collection day or a special facility.
The head of the Environmental Protection Agency program concedes that not
enough has been done to urge people to recycle CFL bulbs and make it easier for
them to do so.
"I share your frustration that there isn't a national infrastructure for the proper
recycling of this product," says Wendy Reed, who manages EPA's Energy Star
program. That programs gives the compact bulbs its "energy star" seal of
approval.
She says that even though fluorescent bulbs contain mercury, using them
contributes less mercury to the environment than using regular incandescent
bulbs. That's because they use less electricity — and coal-fired power plants are
the biggest source of mercury emissions in the air.
"The compact fluorescent light bulb is a product people can use to positively
influence the environment to… prevent mercury emissions as well as greenhouse
gas emissions. And it's something that we can do now — and it's extremely
important that we do do it," Reed says. "And the positive message is, if you
recycle them, if you dispose of them properly, then they're doing a world of
good."
Reed says the agency has been urging stores that sell the bulbs to help recycle
them.

"EPA is actively engaged with trying to find a solution that works for these
retailers around recycling the product, because it's really, really important," Reed
says.
But so far, she says the biggest sellers of the bulbs haven't stepped up to the plate.
"The only retailer that I know of that is recycling is IKEA," she says, referring to
the Swedish-owned furniture chain store.
Reed says the EPA has been prodding other retailers, such as Wal-Mart, to do
more.
"We are working with Wal-Mart on it, we are making some progress. But no
commitments have been made on the part of Wal-Mart," she says.
Wal-Mart didn't respond to requests for a comment on the issue.
EPA also has asked retailers to sell the lower mercury compact bulbs that some
manufacturers are making. Engineers say you can't cut mercury out completely.
Some other big companies have started paying attention to the recycling
problem.
General Electric has been making compact fluorescents for 20 years. Now the
company admits that the little bit of mercury in each bulbs could become a real
problem if sales balloon as expected.
"Given what we anticipate to be the significant increase in the use of these
products, we are now beginning to look at, and shortly we'll be discussing with
legislators, possibly a national solution here," says Earl Jones, a senior counsel
for General Electric.
In fact, Jones said he was having his first talks with congressional staffers on
Thursday.
Why Use a CFL?

NPR.org, February 8, 2007 · According to the federal government, if every
American home replaced just one light bulb with an Energy Star approved
compact fluorescent bulb (CFL), the United States would save enough energy to
light more than 2.5 million homes for a year and prevent greenhouse gases
equivalent to the emissions of nearly 800,000 cars.

Energy Star is a joint project with the Environmental Protection Agency and the
Department of Energy that promotes energy efficient – and thus climate-friendly
– products.
But not all CFLs are created equal. Here, some tips from Energy Star about what
to look for and where to use a CFL:
The Benefits
— Energy Star qualified CFLs use at least two-thirds less energy than standard
incandescent bulbs and last up to 10 times longer (average lifespan of a CFL is
five years).
— CFLs save $30 or more in energy costs over each bulb's lifetime.
— CFLs generate 70 percent less heat, making them safer to operate.
Where to Use
— To get the most energy savings, replace bulbs where lights are on the most,
such as the family and living rooms, kitchen, dining room and porch.
— Install them in hard to reach fixtures, like ceiling fans.
— Make sure the CFL matches the right fixture by reading any restrictions on the
package. Some CFLs work with dimmers, others are specially made for recessed
or enclosed fixtures.
Myths
— CFLs have a harsh, cold light quality. Increasingly, this is less of an issue. Over
the past few years, manufacturers have worked to provide a warmer color. Some
people say they still notice a difference, but the gap is narrowing. For a warmer,
white light, look for a color temperature of 2,700–3,000K on the package.
— CFLs aren't for bathrooms. Not necessarily. CFLs can work in bathrooms, but
humidity may shorten the bulb's life.
— CFLs can't be used in older houses. In fact, CFLs may work better than
incandescent bulbs in houses with older wiring; CFLs generate less heat and draw
less electrical current.

