
The Controversy About Amalgram (Silver Fillings) 

Dental amalgam is a stable alloy made by combining elemental mercury, silver, tin, copper and possibly 
other metallic elements. Although dental amalgam continues to be a safe, commonly used restorative 
material, some concern has been raised because of its mercury content. However, the mercury in amalgam 
combines with other metals to render it stable and safe for use in filling teeth. 

While questions have arisen about the safety of dental amalgam relating to its mercury content, the major 
U.S. and international scientific and health bodies, including the National Institutes of Health, the U.S. Public 
Health Service, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the Food and Drug Administration and the 
World Health Organization, among others have been satisfied that dental amalgam is a safe, reliable and 
effective restorative material. 

Because amalgam fillings can withstand very high chewing loads, they are particularly useful for restoring 
molars in the back of the mouth where chewing load is greatest. They are also useful in areas where a 
cavity preparation is difficult to keep dry during the filling replacement, such as in deep fillings below the gum 
line. Amalgam fillings, like other filling materials, are considered biocompatible—they are well tolerated by 
patients with only rare occurrences of allergic response. 

Disadvantages of amalgam include possible short-term sensitivity to hot or cold after the filling is placed. 
The silver-coloured filling is not as natural looking as one that is tooth-coloued, especially when the 
restoration is near the front of the mouth, and shows when the patient laughs or speaks. And to prepare the 
tooth, the dentist may need to remove more tooth structure to accommodate an amalgam filling than for 
other types of fillings.  

Today, tens of millions of North Americans receive mercury fillings each year. Amalgam use has 
begun to taper off, though, with many doctors switching to resin composite fillings that blend 
better with the natural colouring of teeth. 

With amalgam fillings, mercury vapour is released when patients chew and brush their teeth. 
Significant levels of mercury exposure can cause permanent damage to the brain and kidneys. 
Fetuses and children are especially sensitive. 

Scientists have found that mercury levels in the blood, urine and body tissues rise in conjunction 
with mercury fillings. However, even among people with numerous fillings, exposure levels are 
well below those known to be harmful, the FDA report said. 

Canada and several European countries recommend against mercury fillings in pregnant and 
nursing, and people with kidney problems. 
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