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URANIUM IN DRINKING WATER
Fact Sheet SWP-114



WHAT IS URANIUM?
Uranium is a naturally occurring element that has been in rocks since the earth was formed. Not all rocks contain uranium, but there are some places in Montana where uranium is common in the bedrock, and in valley fill sediments that have eroded from the bedrock of the adjacent upland or mountainous areas.  Uranium breaks down (decays) very slowly into lead, creating other elements including radium and radon gas in the process.

IS THERE URANIUM IN MY WELL WATER?
The amount of uranium in well water varies from place to place; without testing, it is not possible to determine if the water can be considered safe for drinking. In fact, most drinking water contains a range of naturally occurring elements and/or compounds.  Historically, few drinking water wells were tested for uranium.  As public awareness about water quality-related health affects increases, more wells are being analyzed for a full complement of substances, including uranium. This is leading to increased knowledge about the occurrence of uranium in Montana’s domestic water wells.

HOW CAN URANIUM AFFECT MY HEALTH?
The chemical properties of uranium in drinking water are of greater concern than its radioactivity. Most ingested uranium is eliminated from the body; only a very small amount is absorbed and carried through the bloodstream. Studies show that drinking water with elevated levels of uranium can affect the kidneys over time. Bathing and showering with water that contains uranium is not a health concern as uranium is not readily absorbed through the skin.

HOW CAN I MAKE SURE THAT MY WELL WATER SAFE FOR DRINKING?
To find out if you have uranium in your drinking water, the Montana Department of Environmental Quality recommends that you contact a certified laboratory for cost and “how to sample” information.  Uranium analysis is usually less than $30 and requires no special collection techniques.  The Source Water Protection page (http://deq.mt.gov/Water/DrinkingWater/SourceWater) contains links to Montana Certified Drinking Water Labs. Note that not all labs analyze for uranium.

If you do have uranium at a concentration greater than the EPA drinking water standard of 30 micrograms per liter (ug/l), DEQ recommends that you install a treatment system in your home.

WHY SHOULD I BUY A “POINT OF USE” REVERSE OSMOSIS SYSTEM?
A “point of use” treatment system typically treats a small amount of water and makes it available through a separate drinking water tap at the kitchen sink.  Most units can also provide water to the icemaker and water dispenser in the refrigerator.

Point of use reverse osmosis (RO) treatment will remove many different contaminants from your drinking water, including uranium. Testing shows that reverse osmosis treatment will remove 90-99 percent of uranium. Point of use RO systems are available from a variety of hardware or home improvement stores and typically cost under $300 for the unit plus installation (you can save money by doing the installation yourself). A point of use RO system will produce about 7 to 14 gallons a day of drinkable water. This amount of production should meet the cooking and drinking needs of a standard household.  RO units are usually preceded by a water softener where the water is hard or very hard in order to extend filter life.  RO maintenance includes an annual change of the filters.

To fix a uranium problem it is necessary only to treat the water you drink. Whole house treatment units (ion exchange) are available, but are not usually necessary for treating elevated uranium because uranium gets into the body through ingestion.  Showering is not a concern because uranium is not absorbed across your skin. Also, uranium does not volatilize from the water into the air you breathe. Radon will volatilize, however, and if your water contains uranium, you should have it analyzed for radon as well.

ADDITIONAL CONTACTS: WHERE CAN YOU GET HELP?
· Montana DEQ Source Water Protection Program. (406) 444-5546 or http://deq.mt.gov/Water/DrinkingWater/SourceWater
· 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 or ExtensionWater@montana.edu
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