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Facts About Arsenic 

a Arsenic is a naturally occurring metal commonly found in air, food, water and soil. 

a All people have some level of arsenic in their bodies. with food such as fish. shellfish and red 
wine the most common sources of arsenic intake. 

a Arsenic occurs in both organic and inorganic forms. which have major differences in toxicity. 

a High levels of exposure to organic arsenic, commonly present in seafood. are not known to 
cause harmful health effects. 

a High levels of exposure to inorganic arsenic can cause harmful health effects. including lung 
and skin dmcer, irritation of the digestive tract, skin abnormalities. and damage to the 
peripheral nervous system. 

a You can minimize your exposure to arsenic in the environment. 

How are people exposed to arsenic? 

Arsenic is found in many places in the environment. Some arsenic exists naturally in air. food. 
water and soil. Arsenic may naturally be present in soil or ground water. particularly in the 
western U.S. In the past. some household products such as paints. dyes. and ant and rat poisons 
were made with inorganic arsenic. The main use of arsenic in this country today is for pesticides 
and herbicides. Wood preservatives, tobacco. some folk remedies such as the "Asiatic pill". 
kushtay, yellow root, and health foods with kelp also may contain arsenic. In medicine. arsenic 
was used in drugs to treat many diseases. and is still used in antiparasitic drugs for humans . 

. Industrial processes such as purifying gases, manufacturing electronics, hardening metal alloys. 
preserving animal hides, clarifying glass and ceramics and bronze plating are also potential 
sources of exposure to inorganic arsenic. People working in mining, smelting and pesticide or 
wood treating industries may be exposed to inorganic arsenic. Red wine can also contain high 
levels of inorganic arsenic. 
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Is there a medical test to determine if someone has been exposed to arsenic? 
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What levels of exposure to arsenic have harmful health effects? 
It is difficult to determine at what level arsenic causes specific health effects. The type and 
severity of health problems associated with arsenic may be affected by several conditions: 

... Amount of arsenic exposure; 

... Length of the exposure; 

... Route of exposure, that is whether the exposure happens by eating. drinking, skin contact 
or breathing; 

... Age, sex, weight and genetic factors; 

... General health, nutrition, and personal habits of the exposed individual. such as medication 
use or smoking; and 

... Individual reaction to chemical exposure. 
Arsenic exposure levels in humans vary widely, with many factors influencing levels of arsenic 
absorbed by the body. There is not a strong correlation between specific arsenic levels and 
measured toxic effects, thus a wide range of arsenic levels in the body from 5-50 micrograms per 
liter of urine (f.lg/L) may be considered "normal". The level of arsenic in urine is also affected 
by recent diet; seafood in particular can cause higher urinary arsenic levels. Smoking or exposure 
to second-hand smoke can also raise the level. 

Exposure to arsenic at low to moderate levels for long periods of time can cause injury to the 
liver, kidneys, or blood vessels, skin abnormalities, and may increase the risk of cancer of the 
bladder, kidneys, lungs and skin. 

Exposure to higher levels of arsenic, more typical of occupational exposures, can cause irritation 
of the digestive tract, decreased production of blood cells, anemia and impaired nerve function 
("pins and needles" feeling in hands and feet). 

Seek medical advice if you are experiencing any symptoms that you think may be related to 
arsenic exposure. A doctor who specializes in environmental medicine will he availahle /iJr 
consultalion Ihrmlf!,h the Medical A1onitorinf!, Prof!,ram at no CO.'it to you. 

How can I minimize my exposure to arsenic? 

You can minimize exposure to arsenic in contaminated soil and airborne dust by: 
... washing your hands and your children's and toys frequently, 
... wet mopping and dusting your home . and 
... discouraging children dirt in from outside. 
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