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Arsenic is a metallic element that occurs
naturally in its pure form. It can also com-
bine with other elements to form various
chemical compounds. It is present in trace
amounts in water and many foods and, as a
result, most people have minute quantities
in their bodies. When arsenic combines
with oxygen, chlorine, and sulfur, it is
called inorganic arsenic. Arsenic in plants
and animals combines with carbon and
hydrogen and is called organic arsenic.
Inorganic arsenic is generally the more
harmful of the two and tends to be more
predominant in drinking water. Arsenic
compounds have no smell or taste.

What Are the Sources of
Arsenic Contamination in
Water

Contamination of a drinking water source
by arsenic can result from either natural or
human activities. Arsenic is an element
that occurs naturally in rocks, soil, water,
air, plants, and animals. Volcanic activity,
erosion of rocks and minerals, and forest
fires are natural sources that can release
arsenic into the environment. About 90
percent of the arsenic used by industry in
the United States is currently used for wood
preservative purposes; arsenic is also used
in paints, drugs, dyes, soaps, metals, and
semi-conductors. Agricultural applications,
mining, and smelting also contribute to
arsenic releases.

How Can Arsenic Affect My
Health

Arsenic poisoning is either acute (high level
doses over a short period), or chronic (low doses
with symptoms developing over time), and when
confirmed by a simple urine analysis, is medically
treatable. Chronic exposure is first noticeable
as weakness, tiredness, scaly skin, changes in
skin coloration, and swelling of the lining of the
mouth. Nerve degeneration then sets in leading to
a “tingling” and then numbness in the hands and
feet. Acute arsenic poisoning from consumption
of high levels of arsenic produces painful intes-
tinal symptoms resulting in the sudden onset of
nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea.

Arsenic and Private Wells

Ground water is well known for containing many
minerals that give it a distinguishable taste. How-
ever, because there are minerals contained within
ground water, there is also the possibility that
you might have amounts of specific metal such
as arsenic in your water. It is recommended that
you test your water at least once a year. Southwest
District Health will be able to refer you to a certi-
fied laboratory that can test your water for arsenic
for a nominal fee. Southwest District Health also
has information about the typical levels of arsenic
in the groundwater in the area where you live.

How Much Arsenic Is Allowed In
Public Drinking Water

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) sets
public drinking water standards called “Maximum

Contaminant Levels” (MCL) to help reduce
public health risk associated with drinking
water. The EPA has set the arsenic MCL at
0.010 milligrams per liter (mg/L) or 10 parts
per billion (ppb). This level was set in 2006
to provide additional protection against
cardiovascular disease and cancer.

Can I Make My Water Safe

for Consumption
If you have an arsenic problem, there are
water treatment technologies available now
that can reduce or even remove arsenic
from your drinking water. The following
water treatment technologies are effective
in reducing arsenic from drinking water:
» lon exchange
* Reverse osmosis
» Absorption
Pretreatment may be needed in some cases
to ensure acceptable treatment by the pri-
mary unit. If a treatment system is to be
used, one with National Sanitation Founda-
tion Certification should be used.

How Likely is Arsenic to
Cause Cancer

The Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices (DHHS) has determined that arsenic
1s a known carcinogen. Breathing inorganic
arsenic increases the risk of lung cancer.
Ingesting inorganic arsenic increases the
risk of skin cancer and tumors of the blad-
der, kidney, liver, and lung.



