
Minamata Case Study      Name: ________________________ 

 
Instructions:  Read the following article from CBC News and then answer the questions that follow.  
Hand in your work at the end of the period.   
 

Mercury poisoning effects continue at Grassy 
Narrows 
Mercury dumping halted in 1970 but symptoms persist 
CBC News Posted: Jun 04, 2012 8:47 AM ET Last Updated: Jun 05, 2012 2:12 PM ET 

First Nations people from Grassy Narrows, Ont., continue to suffer the effects of mercury poisoning more than 40 years after 

commercial fishing was closed, a new report shows.  The report, released in English today in Toronto, outlines the long-term effects on 

people who lived along the Wabigoon-English River system in northwestern Ontario. "Mercury Pollution in First Nations Groups in 

Ontario, Canada: 35 years of Canadian Minamata Disease" was published in Japanese in the Journal of Minamata Studies in 2011. 

Two years ago, Japanese scientists who have been studying the effects of mercury poisoning for over 50 years, returned to Ontario. 

Their first research visit to the northwest region of the province had been in 1975.  The lead author of the report, Masazumi Harada, 

began researching the effects of mercury poisoning in Minamata, Japan, in 1961. That was also the year that methyl mercury in fish 

caught in Minamata Bay was identified as the cause of over 100 deaths and many more cases of brain damage in people who ate the 

fish. The effects of the poisoning became known as Minamata disease. 

Mercury poisoning in Japan repeated in Canada 

After the Japanese scientists learned of reports of similar symptoms in Canada, their research brought them to the Grassy Narrows 

and White Dog First Nations in northwestern Ontario. The mercury originated in the 1960s from a chemical and pulp mill in Dryden, 

Ont., owned by Reed Paper Co. From there it got into the English-Wabigoon River System and then into the fish. For the two First 

Nations, the fish were the main food source and the commercial fishery and related tourism businesses were their main livelihood. 

Shoon Keewatin, 57, a resident of Grassy Narrows north of Kenora, recalls a happy youth in the area.  "I remember when my dad and 

my sister were fishing, and I'd go and help them," he told CBC's Jody Porter. "Those were times I really enjoy. I think of them a lot, and 

they took that away." 

The mercury problem was identified in 1969, and in 1970 the government order Reed Paper to stop releasing mercury into the water 

system and closed the local fishery. Since then, people have received mixed messages about whether the fish is safe to eat, but many 

still do. 

Mercury's damage continues today 

Four decades later, the effects of that mercury – an estimated 9,000 kg – are still present. The airborne release of mercury by the mill 

continued until 1975.  Although lower, the mercury levels in fish continue to be above safe levels and people downstream from Dryden 

continue to have the symptoms of Minamata disease — even people born long after the mercury dumping had ended. 

In 2010 the Harada team examined 160 adults from Grassy Narrows and Wabaseemoong, as White Dog is now named. They 

found  that "33.7 per cent  [54 people] of the target group would be diagnosed as Minamata Disease patients " and that "a total of 58.7 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/cbc-news-online-news-staff-list-1.1294364


per cent [94 people] was affected by mercury."  Symptoms observed in at least one third of the people in the target group include: 

sensory disturbances on the limbs, difficulty walking a straight line, difficulty seeing, visual disturbances, hearing impairment, 

headaches, insomnia, exhaustion, fatigue and numbness in the limbs.  Keewatin doesn't have to be told. He is losing his sense of 

balance, his ankles are numb, and he suffers dizzy spells.  "I used to be able to stalk moose. Now I can't, because every time I go in 

the bush, I have to grab a stick for balance, and I make lots of noise." 

Compensation for victims 'inadequate' 

Keewatin says he'll be doing his part to seek out help for people who are suffering, and he hopes the new research shows the 

government compensation package from the 1980s is inadequate.  To him, restoring people's connection to the land is what matters 

most. 

 

 
 

Steve Fobister, the former chief of Grassy Narrows, has severe disabilities from mercury poisoning. He told Porter, "we hope the future 

generations can make a change and find different opportunities. We have to maintain what we are."  Fobister, now 60 years old, 

receives $250 dollars per month as compensation. 

The compensation results from an agreement the bands reached with the federal and Ontario governments, which had long been in 

denial about the effects of the dumped mercury on human health. The agreement was reached in 1985 and it provided for a Mercury 

Disability Board to dispense payments from a fund to which the governments, as well as Reed Paper and Great Lakes Forest 

Products Ltd., which took over the mill from Reed, made a one-time only contribution. 

The compensation is based on a point system for the severity of symptoms. However, the three-decade-old agreement has no 

provision to adjust the payments for inflation.  "Our citizens have not been compensated adequately," Simon Fobister, the current 

Grassy Narrows chief told CBC news. Simon and Steve Fobister are cousins.   

The Harada report found that for Grassy Narrows and Wabaseemoong combined, only one quarter "of those whom we diagnosed or 

deemed suspicious of Minamata Disease were officially approved" for compensation.  Masanori Hanada, the director of the Centre for 

Minamata Studies in Japan, and one of the keys authors of the report, spoke to Porter with the aid of a translator. He explained that 

the mercury poisoning victims in Japan received $800,000 US as compensation in 1973 and continue to receive $2,000 to $8,000 per 

month, also based on the severity of symptoms. In Canada, the board designates payments from $250 to $800 per month. 

Hanada also said there needs to be ongoing research into the cumulative effect on people who have continued to eat the fish from the 

waters near Grassy Narrows. Without that research, he said it is impossible to say what the present and future effect will be. He did 

note that for outsiders, eating one or two fish from the lake isn’t harmful now. 

Demonstrators gather at Queens Park in Toronto 

in April 2010 to demand compensation for 

mercury poisoning at Grassy Narrows, Ont., in 

the 1970s. A new report on the effects of mercury 

poisoning was released today. (Chris 

Young/Canadian Press) 

 



Short Answer Questions       Name: ________________________ 

Please answer in full sentences.  Some questions can be found in the text while others will require some minimal 
research.  

1. What is the cause of Minamata Disease? 
_________________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

2. What are the symptoms and signs of Minamata disease? 
_________________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. How did the people of Grassy Narrows get Minamata disease? 
_________________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Are people still at risk for getting Minamata disease who do not yet have it?  Explain. 
_________________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

5. What is bioaccumulation?   
_________________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

6. Look in the textbook:  What is biomagnification? 
_________________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

7. How are Japanese scientists involved in this story? 
_________________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

8. How has Minamata disease affected the everyday life of people in Grassy Narrows? 
_________________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 



Opinion question:   

Use evidence from the text and our classroom discussions to answer the following question in full sentences. 

9. In your opinion, do Canadian sufferers of Minamata get enough money from the Canadian 
government? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________  

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________  

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________  

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Multiple Choice 

10. Why is Shoon Keewatin sad about the occurrence of Minamata disease? 
a. He is upset about having symptoms. 
b. He wishes that he could enjoy the same fishing lifestyle as he did in childhood. 
c. He does not feel he is receiving enough money. 
d. The Canadian government has not acknowledged the Minamata disease outbreak in Ontario. 

 
11. What is the closest meaning to the word “cumulative” in the third last line of the article? 

      a. Physical  b. damaging  c. poisonous  d. additive 

12. How many people in Grassy Narrows are presently affected by Minamata disease? 
a. 160   b.  54   c.  94   d.  None 

 
13. Where did Minamata disease occur first? 

a. Dryden 
b. Grassy Narrows 
c. Wabaseemong 
d. Japan 

 
14. What preventative measures were taken against Minamata disease in Grassy Narrows after its cause 

was discovered? 
a. The fishery and the paper mill were closed. 
b. A group of Japanese scientists came to Canada to study victims. 
c. Money was given to victims. 
d. People were told not to drink the water. 
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