
Sources of arsenic
Arsenic is a naturally occurring chemical widely distributed throughout the earth’s crust 
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A systematic groundwater survey led by the British Geological Survey examined 3534 water 
samples from 61 districts (of the total 64). Although the sample size is small considering the 
variation of arsenic content within short distances, the study still provides a reasonable indication of 
arsenic distribution: 

•	 42% of all tubewell samples exceeded the WHO guideline value of 0.01mg/L, 25% exceeded 
the national standard of 0.05mg/L

•	  Tubewells >150m deep generally show much lower arsenic levels

•	 An estimated 29 million people are exposed to arsenic levels above 0.05mg/L, around 22% of 
the total population of Bangladesh

Part of the problem is that most of the tubewells are privately owned, and there is no easy way for 
the user to know if a given tubewell has a dangerous level of arsenic.
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In addition, knowledge of the health effects of arsenic is incomplete e.g. the dose-response 
relationship, how factors such as hepatitis B, nutritional status and the actual form of arsenic may 
affect the health outcome. One major difficulty is determining an accurate level of actual arsenic 
intake, both due to problems with recall and current methods available for measuring arsenic in 
water at concentrations important for human health.

The technology for arsenic removal from piped supply is moderately costly and requires technical 
expertise. It is inapplicable in most rural areas and some urban areas of developing countries. The 
majority of other available mitigation measures each have potential disadvantages and may present 
alternative health risks which must be considered.

Despite considerable advances in the recognition and mitigation of the effects of arsenic in drinking 
water, a number of urgent requirements still remain:

•	 Simple, reliable, low-cost field testing equipment

•	 Robust technologies for arsenic removal at wells and in households, adaptable to ensure 
sustainability in different settings

•	  Increased availability and dissemination of all information

http://www.bamwsp.org
http://www.bgs.ac.uk/arsenic/
http://phys4.harvard.edu/%7Ewilson/arsenic/arsenic_project_introduction.html
http://phys4.harvard.edu/%7Ewilson/arsenic/arsenic_project_introduction.html
/research/wedc/resources/pubs/conference-papers/
/research/wedc/resources/pubs/conference-papers/


WELL

WATER AND

ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH AT

LONDON ANDLOUGHBOROUGH

Prepared by WEDC 

mailto:Wedc-admissions%40lboro.ac.uk?subject=Enquiry%20about%20the%20International%20Water%20and%20Sanitation%20MSc%20Programme
www.lboro.ac.uk/wedc
http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/dwq/GDWQ2004web.pdf
http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/dwq/GDWQ2004web.pdf
http://www.who.int/

