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CONDITION

Merthiolate poisoning

Merthiolate poisoning is harmful exposure to a Merthiolate product containing the

mercury compound thimerosal.

WHAT IT IS

Toxic illness from excessive exposure to a Merthiolate product

BODY SYSTEM

Digestive, kidneys, nervous system, skin, and circulation

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, mouth irritation

WHAT CAUSES IT

Swallowing or absorbing mercury-containing Merthiolate

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history plus blood or urine mercury tests

MAIN TREATMENT

Poison specialist assessment, supportive care, sometimes chelation

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - prompt care may allow recovery

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - swallowing it or severe symptoms

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Limited exposures often recover; severe poisoning may leave lasting injury

Overview

Merthiolate was a trade name for antiseptic products containing thimerosal, also called

thiomersal. Thimerosal is an organic mercury compound. It has also been used in small

amounts as a preservative in some medical and laboratory products.

Merthiolate poisoning means that enough of a mercury-containing product entered the body

to cause harmful effects. Swallowing the product is the main concern. Significant exposure

may also occur through damaged skin, the eyes, injection, or an occupational accident.

The name "Merthiolate" has been used for different products in different places and periods.

Some products sold under similar names no longer contain thimerosal. Other ingredients,

including alcohol or antiseptic chemicals, may cause their own effects. The container, label,

ingredient list, and concentration are therefore important.
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A small splash on intact skin is not the same as swallowing the product. However, possible

ingestion should be assessed promptly because symptoms and laboratory changes can be

delayed.

Thimerosal contains ethylmercury. This is different from methylmercury, the form associated

mainly with contaminated fish. Information about long-term dietary methylmercury exposure

cannot be applied directly to an acute Merthiolate exposure.

Symptoms

Symptoms depend on the product, amount, route of exposure, and time since it happened.

They may begin with irritation where the product touched the body.

After swallowing a mercury-containing Merthiolate solution, possible symptoms include:

More serious poisoning may affect several organs. Possible signs include reduced urination,

confusion, poor coordination, tremor, muscle weakness, breathing difficulty, low blood

pressure, or an abnormal heartbeat. Severe vomiting and diarrhea can also cause dehydration

and disturbed levels of body salts.

Eye exposure can cause pain, redness, watering, and possible surface injury. Skin exposure

may cause irritation, blistering, or a rash.

A delayed itchy rash is more likely to represent allergic contact dermatitis than mercury

poisoning. Contact dermatitis is an immune reaction in the skin. It can happen after a small

exposure and does not necessarily mean that a toxic amount entered the body.

Symptoms alone cannot show how much mercury was absorbed. Some people initially feel well

after a potentially important exposure.

- Burning or soreness in the mouth and throat

- Nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, or diarrhea

- Excess saliva, a metallic taste, or swollen gums

- Weakness, headache, dizziness, or unusual drowsiness

Causes and risk factors

Poisoning is caused by excessive exposure to a product that contains thimerosal or another

harmful ingredient. Situations that may lead to exposure include:

The risk is greater when the amount or concentration is high, the exposure involves swallowing
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or injection, or treatment is delayed. Young children may receive a larger exposure relative to

their body size from the same amount.

Kidney or nervous system disease may make the effects of mercury harder to manage.

However, anyone with a significant exposure needs individual assessment rather than

assumptions based on age or health alone.

The very small quantities of thimerosal used as a preservative in some vaccines are not

considered Merthiolate poisoning. Vaccine safety monitoring and population studies have not

found evidence that thimerosal-containing vaccines cause autism. Product use differs by

country, and many routine vaccines are available without thimerosal.

- Accidentally swallowing an antiseptic kept within reach

- Drinking a product transferred into an unlabelled container

- Intentional ingestion

- A medical, laboratory, or workplace handling accident

- Applying a concentrated product repeatedly to badly damaged skin

- Splashing the product into the eyes

Diagnosis

Diagnosis begins with finding out exactly what happened. A clinician or poison specialist will

ask about the product name, ingredients, concentration, amount, route of exposure, and time.

Bring the original container or clear photographs of all sides of the label if it is safe to do so.

Blood and urine mercury tests may help confirm and measure exposure. Their meaning

depends on the chemical form of mercury and when the sample was taken. A single result

does not always predict symptoms or long-term outcome. A medical toxicologist can help

interpret it.

Other tests assess the effects on the body. These may include:

Testing should not delay emergency care after a concerning exposure.

Hair testing is generally not useful for making immediate treatment decisions after an acute

ingestion. Commercial tests that report a result without considering the mercury form,

exposure timing, and validated reference range can be misleading.

- Kidney and liver blood tests

- Blood salts, glucose, and acid-base balance
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- A urine test and measurement of urine output

- An electrocardiogram, or ECG, to check heart rhythm

- Neurological examination of strength, balance, reflexes, and thinking

Treatment and management

If Merthiolate has been swallowed, contact a poison centre or emergency service promptly. Do

not make yourself vomit. Do not try to neutralise the product or use a home detox remedy.

Keep the container available so the ingredients can be checked.

For a skin spill, remove contaminated clothing and wash the skin thoroughly with soap and

water. For eye exposure, rinse continuously with clean lukewarm water and seek

poison-centre advice. Do not delay rinsing while looking for the label.

Treatment depends on the actual product and the severity of exposure. Medical care may

involve monitoring breathing, heart rhythm, blood pressure, kidney function, and fluid balance.

Fluids, medicines for symptoms, and support for affected organs may be needed.

Some people can be observed and tested without being admitted to hospital. A serious

ingestion, abnormal test result, or developing symptoms may require hospital care.

Chelation is a treatment that uses medicine to bind certain metals so the body can remove

them more easily. It may be considered for significant mercury poisoning, but it is not needed

after every exposure. Chelating medicines can have harmful effects, and the choice depends

on the mercury compound, symptoms, test results, and timing. This treatment should be

directed by a clinician experienced in toxicology.

Unregulated chelation or "detox" products should not be used. They may cause dehydration,

low calcium, kidney injury, or other complications without providing a benefit.

Complications

Many limited exposures cause only local irritation or no illness. Larger exposures can damage

several body systems.

Possible complications include:

Very severe poisoning can be life-threatening. Lasting kidney or neurological problems are

possible after major systemic exposure, although a mercury measurement by itself cannot

predict who will develop them.
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- Severe inflammation of the mouth, throat, stomach, or intestines

- Dehydration and abnormal body-salt levels

- Acute kidney injury, including reduced or absent urination

- Abnormal heart rhythm, low blood pressure, or circulatory collapse

- Brain or nerve injury causing confusion, tremor, weakness, or poor coordination

- Persistent skin allergy to thimerosal

Prevention

Merthiolate poisoning is usually preventable. Whether a product contains mercury must be

confirmed from its label rather than its colour or brand name.

Keep antiseptics, chemicals, and medicines in their original containers. Store them locked

away from children and separate from food and drinks. Never transfer an antiseptic into a cup,

drink bottle, or unlabelled jar.

Do not use old or unlabelled Merthiolate products. Ask a pharmacist or local hazardous-waste

service how to dispose of them; do not pour them into a sink unless local instructions

specifically allow it.

At work, follow the product's safety data sheet and use the recommended protective

equipment. Spills involving concentrated or laboratory products may require a trained

hazardous-material response.

Avoiding recommended vaccination is not a way to prevent Merthiolate poisoning. The

controlled preservative exposure from a vaccine is different from swallowing an antiseptic

solution.

Living with it and what to expect

The course depends mainly on the product, absorbed amount, organs affected, and speed of

treatment.

After a minor skin exposure, irritation may settle over several days once the product is

removed. Allergic contact dermatitis can return with later thimerosal exposure, so the allergy

may need to be recorded in your medical history.

People with a limited ingestion and reassuring examinations may recover without lasting

effects. Follow-up may still include repeat kidney tests, urine measurements, or mercury levels.
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Laboratory values can remain abnormal after symptoms improve, or fall before every symptom

has resolved.

Recovery from kidney, nerve, or digestive-system injury may take weeks or months.

Rehabilitation may be helpful if poisoning has affected strength, balance, or daily activities.

Severe organ injury can be permanent, but this is not the expected course after every

exposure.

Routine follow-up is intended to check recovery, review repeat test results, and watch for

delayed kidney or neurological problems. New symptoms between appointments should be

reported rather than saved for the next planned visit.

When to get medical help

Contact a poison centre immediately if anyone has swallowed a Merthiolate product, even if

there are no symptoms. Also seek immediate advice after an injection, a large spill onto broken

skin, an eye exposure that remains painful after rinsing, or an exposure involving an unknown

amount or product.

Call emergency services now for:

An intentional ingestion requires urgent emergency assessment and compassionate mental

health support.

For a small skin exposure without symptoms, wash the area and contact a poison centre if the

ingredients or concentration are uncertain. A mild rash that appears later is usually appropriate

for routine medical review unless it is widespread, blistering, or accompanied by facial swelling

or breathing difficulty.

- Trouble breathing

- Collapse, seizure, or inability to wake

- Severe confusion or loss of coordination

- Repeated vomiting with marked weakness

- Very little or no urine

- Chest pain, fainting, or signs of shock

Common questions

Is Merthiolate the same thing as mercury?
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Not exactly. Merthiolate was a trade name commonly associated with thimerosal, a compound

containing ethylmercury. Some newer products with similar names may use different

ingredients. Check the label rather than relying on the name or red colour.

What should I do if I swallowed Merthiolate?

Rinse your mouth and contact a poison centre or emergency service promptly. Do not induce

vomiting or take a home remedy. Keep the bottle or photograph the label so specialists can

identify the ingredients and concentration.

Can using Merthiolate on my skin cause poisoning?

A small amount on intact skin is less concerning than swallowing it. Absorption may be greater

through burns, open wounds, or repeated large applications. Skin irritation or allergy is more

common than systemic poisoning after limited topical use.

Is a rash from Merthiolate mercury poisoning?

Not usually. An itchy, red rash where the product touched the skin is often allergic contact

dermatitis. A rash cannot show whether mercury entered the body, so the exposure details

and any other symptoms still matter.

Can a blood test tell whether I was poisoned?

Blood or urine mercury testing can support the diagnosis, but no single result tells the whole

story. Timing, the form of mercury, symptoms, kidney function, and the exposure history all

affect interpretation.

Can thimerosal in vaccines cause Merthiolate poisoning?

The controlled amount of thimerosal used as a preservative in some vaccines is not the same

as swallowing a Merthiolate antiseptic. Major public health reviews have not found evidence

that thimerosal-containing vaccines cause autism or mercury poisoning when used as

intended.
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