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ARSENIC IN DRINKING WATER
Fact Sheet SWP-112



WHAT IS ARSENIC?
Arsenic is a naturally occurring element. Not all rocks contain arsenic, but it is common in volcanic rocks and sediments eroded from them. In Montana, arsenic is associated with granitic bedrock, with valley fill sediments that have eroded from the bedrock or deposited as ash, and with aquifers with low dissolved oxygen, such as deep glacial sediments.  

IS THERE ARSENIC IN MY WELL WATER?
TEST IT! Without testing your drinking water, it is impossible to know if the water is safe for drinking. Historically, few domestic drinking water wells were tested for arsenic.  As public awareness about water quality-related health affects increases, more homeowners are choosing to analyze their drinking water for more substances, including arsenic.

HOW CAN ARSENIC AFFECT MY HEALTH?
People who drink water containing elevated arsenic for many years could experience skin damage, problems with their circulatory or nervous system, and may have an increased risk of getting cancer.  Children may be more susceptible due to their smaller size.   Generally, bathing and showering with water that contains arsenic is not considered to be a health concern as arsenic is not readily absorbed through the skin.   
 
HOW CAN I MAKE SURE THAT MY WELL WATER IS SAFE FOR DRINKING?
To find out if you have arsenic in your drinking water, the Montana Department of Environmental Quality recommends that you contact a certified laboratory.  Arsenic analysis is usually about $25 and requires no special collection techniques. Water quality can change over time, so repeat testing on an annual basis is recommended.  The Source Water Protection page contains links to Montana Certified Drinking Water Labs (http://deq.mt.gov/water/drinkingwater/sourcewater). 

If you have arsenic at a concentration greater than the EPA drinking water standard of 10 micrograms per liter (µg/L), DEQ recommends that you install a treatment system or use bottled drinking water.  Neither the EPA nor the state regulates your private drinking water well, but the EPA standard provides a reasonable value to which you can compare your own drinking water quality.

HOW DO I REMOVE ARSENIC FROM MY DRINKING WATER?
Boiling water does not reduce arsenic.  While whole house treatment units are available, homeowners commonly have a point-of-use treatment unit that provides treated drinking water at a separate tap at the kitchen sink. Arsenic treatment for domestic wells typically uses reverse osmosis, anion exchange, or an adsorptive filter. These units are relatively inexpensive to install and maintain.  Other constituents in your water such as sulfate, manganese, and calcium carbonate (hardness) may affect treatment options, so you should analyze your water for these prior to selecting a treatment technology. Following installation of a treatment device, water quality should be tested to verify the operation of the device. After that, water should be tested at least annually to confirm treatment effectiveness.

Treatment systems may be available from local hardware stores or plumbing or water treatment companies.  Treatment units can also be purchased from on-line suppliers. Be an informed consumer. Be sure to choose a treatment system that is tested for effectiveness and provides consumer protection. If you have elevated arsenic in your well, no one will force you to install arsenic treatment system, although installation of treatment is highly recommended. You may wish to consult your physician or health care provider about potential impact to you and your family’s health based on the level of arsenic exposure through drinking and cooking water.

ADDITIONAL CONTACTS: WHERE CAN YOU GET HELP?

· Montana DEQ Source Water Protection Program. (406) 444-5546
· County Environmental Health Department or Sanitarian’s Office under County Government listings in the phone book.
· Montana State University Extension Water Quality Program.  (406) 994-7381

REFERENCES:
Gallatin Local Water Quality District. Arsenic in Groundwater. 2016

Maine Department of Environmental Health.  Arsenic in Your Well Water.  2010 

Miller, Kathleen. Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology. Arsenic Concentrations in Ground Water (map). 2005

National Ground Water Association Consumer Information Sheets. Arsenic- What You Need to Know. https://www.ngwa.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/groundwater/arsenic.pdf 

Oregon Health Authority. Recommendations for Arsenic Removal from Private Drinking Water Wells.  2012.
Ohio Department of Health. Arsenic Treatment and Removal for Private Water System Wells. 2012

[image: Horizontal DEQ logo]
image1.png
Montana Department \
of Environmental Quality




image2.png
Montana Department of
Environmental Quality

~




