Frequently Asked Questions About Arsenic

What is arsenic?

Arsenic is a naturally occurring element found in soil, water and food.

Arsenic is also present in the environment from industrial activity. In the past, arsenic
was used as a pesticide and wood preservative. These practices have mostly been
phased out in the United States (U.S.).

There are different forms of arsenic: inorganic and organic. Inorganic forms of arsenic
can be harmful to health. Fish and seafood naturally contains mostly organic forms,
which are considered much less harmful.

Why is urine tested for different types of arsenic?

The measurement of total arsenic in urine includes both forms of arsenic, inorganic and
organic.

Most people will have some total arsenic in their urine because arsenic is naturally found
in many foods.

If any arsenic is found in your urine, total arsenic along with separate measurements of
the amount of inorganic and organic forms will be provided.

How are people exposed to arsenic?

Drinking water containing arsenic.

Breathing dust or eating dirt containing arsenic.
Eating foods such as, rice, fish, seafood and seaweed.
Taking food supplements containing arsenic.
Smoking or hookah.

Breathing secondhand smoke.

Breathing arsenic during work. Work that commonly involves arsenic includes copper or
lead smelting, pressure-treating wood or glass and electronics manufacturing.
Breathing sawdust or smoke from using or burning older wood pressure-treated with
chromated copper arsenate (CCA).

How can arsenic harm people’s health?

Inorganic arsenic

This type of arsenic can be found in soil, water, wood, rice, and cigarettes.
Ingestion of arsenic over time can cause health problems, such as:
o Anincreased risk of lung, bladder, kidney, liver, skin, and prostate cancers.
o Thickening and discoloration of the skin.
o Damage to the nervous system causing a “pins and needles” feeling in hands and
feet.
o Changes in blood vessels, high blood pressure and heart disease.
Breathing arsenic may cause nausea, thickening and discoloration of the skin that may
lead to skin cancer and an increased risk of lung cancer.
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Organic Arsenic

e Organic arsenic is typically found in fish and seafood. Exposure to this type is considered
unlikely to harm people’s health.

How can people reduce their exposure to arsenic?

e Find out if there is arsenic in private drinking water by having private drinking water
wells tested for arsenic.

o Michiganders can find more information on testing and maintaining their private
well at bit.ly/CareforMiWell, by calling MDHHS at 800-648-6942 or contacting
their local health department.

e Learn more about the results from arsenic testing of drinking water that comes from
public water supplies.

o For reports on public water supplies, check the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency’s Consumer Confidence Reports (CCRs) at epa.gov/ccr or contact your
local water utility.

e Avoid using or burning older wood pressure-treated with chromated copper arsenate
(CCA). Do not use it for children’s play areas or in gardening projects used for growing
food.

o For more information, visit bit.ly/CCAWood.

e Avoid breathing in smoke.

o Forresources on quitting smoking, call 1-800-QUIT-NOW.

e Thoroughly clean produce and peel the outer skin from root vegetables (e.g., carrots,
beets, turnips) to remove dirt.

e When working at a job with the potential for arsenic exposure:

o Practice good personal hygiene by washing hands often, especially before eating
or drinking, and by showering after working.

o Use personal protective equipment (PPE) as directed.

o Do not eat, drink, smoke or vape in the workplace.

Questions?

Call 1-800-648-6942 or visit Michigan.gov/DEHBIio and click on “MiChEM” to view additional resources.
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https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs/safety-injury-prev/environmental-health/topics/care-for-mi-drinking-water/mi-well
https://www.epa.gov/ccr
https://www.cpsc.gov/s3fs-public/270_0.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/DEHBio
https://Michigan.gov/DEHBio
https://epa.gov/ccr

