Fact Sheet

Arsenic is an element that occurs naturally in rocks and soil and is used for a variety of purposes
within industry and agriculture. It is also a byproduct of copper smelting, mining, and coal burning.
Arsenic can combine with other elements to make chemicals used to preserve wood and to kill insects
on cotton and other agricultural crops.
Possible Health Concerns from Exposure:
Long-term exposure to high levels of
inorganic arsenic may cause urinary bladder,
lung, and skin cancers. It may lead to other
health problems in some people, such as:
x Peripheral vascular disease
x Peripheral nerves changes
x Liver injury, which may progress to
cirrhosis
x Skin changes, including pigmentation and
hard patches on the palms and soles of the
feet, which may lead to skin cancer

Actions to Lower Exposure:
x Have your well water tested; if levels are
high consider using a treatment/filtration
system
x Maintain a balanced diet
x Do not burn pressure-treated wood
manufactured before 2004
x Wash your children’s hands after playing
on our around wooden play structures or
decks
x If your deck was built before 2004 apply a
protective sealing or coating
x If you work with arsenic, take all
precautions to avoid bringing arsenic dust
home

Cadmium is a naturally occurring element in the earth’s crust. Low levels are in all soils and rocks.
Cadmium can also be released into the environment from industrial activities, including: mining,
smelting, and refining of non-ferrous metals (such as zinc, copper, and lead); combustion of fossil fuels;
and incineration of municipal waste (especially batteries and plastics). Releases from these sources can
travel long distances to deposit on areas far from the emission sources. Cadmium in soil and water can
be taken up by some crops and aquatic organisms and accumulate in the food-chain. Food is the primary
source of cadmium environmental exposure for the general population. Smoking tobacco is another
important source of human environmental exposure. Inhaled cadmium is much more toxic to humans
than when it is ingested. Cadmium exposure from drinking water is a less important exposure source
than diet, but impurities in the zinc of galvanized pipes and solders in fittings, water heaters, water
coolers, and taps can sometimes contaminate drinking water.
Possible Health Concerns from Exposure:
Long-term exposure to even low-levels of
cadmium in food or drinking water may:
x Affect the way kidneys function
x Be associated with kidney and prostate
cancer
x Lead to disturbances in calcium
metabolism and formation of kidney
stones, softening of the bones and
osteoporosis (increased bone loss)
x Cause abnormal behavior and/or
decreased intelligence
x Pulmonary disease and lung cancer

Actions to Lower Exposure:
x Do not allow children to play with
batteries and dispose of them properly
x Quit smoking or avoid smoking around
others
x Maintain a balanced diet
x If you work with cadmium, take all
precautions not to bring cadmium dust
home
x Always wash fruits and vegetables
x Have your well water tested; if levels are
high, consider using a treatment/filtration
system
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Manganese is one of the most abundant naturally occurring metals in the Earth's crust and is
normally found in rocks, soil, water, air, and many food sources. Manganese can also be released into
the natural environment from industrial processes and products, such as the manufacturing of steel
alloys or as a fuel additive/octane enhancer. Manganese is necessary for the proper function of many
organ systems. The major source of intake by the general population is from food and manganesecontaining nutritional supplements. Manganese exposure from drinking water can also be an important
source of its intake and it is more easily absorbed from water than food. For the general population,
inhalation exposure to manganese is of lesser concern except for areas close proximity to manganese
industrial emissions, where it can be present in air in the form of dust particles and/or exposure to
fumes from hobbies such as welding at home.
Possible Health Concerns from Exposure:
Inhaling high levels of manganese for a long period
of time in a work setting can produce
neurotoxicity, known as manganism. Symptoms
include:
x Muscle weakness
x Tremors
x Lack of appetite
x Excessive weight loos
x Muscle pain
x Slow speech
x Difficulty walking/lower limb rigidity

Actions to Lower Exposure:
x Have your well water tested; if levels are
high consider using a treatment/filtration
system
x Maintain a balanced diet
x Use appropriate protective equipment if
you work with metal or weld
x Keep children away from metal
working/welding areas
x If you work with manganese, take all
precautions not to bring manganese dust
home

Mercury is a naturally occurring metal that exists in many forms. Forms of mercury can be organized
into three groups: metallic mercury aka elemental mercury, inorganic mercury and organic mercury.
Most of the mercury found in the environment is in the form of metallic mercury and inorganic mercury
compounds. Metallic and inorganic mercury enters the air from mining deposits of ores that contain
mercury, from the emissions of coal-fired power plants, from burning municipal and medical waste,
from the production of cement, and from uncontrolled releases in factories that use mercury. People
are also exposed to mercury by consumption of fish or shellfish contaminated with methylmercury,
release of mercury from dental work and medical treatments, and practicing rituals that include
mercury.
Possible Health Concerns from Exposure
Exposure to mercury is very dangerous. Exposure
to all forms of mercury can cause:
x Permanent brain damage
x Kidney damage
x Harm to a developing fetus
Short-term exposure to mercury can cause:
x Lung damage
x Nausea, vomiting and diarrhea
x Increase blood pressure or heart rate.
Mercury exposure is particular dangerous for

Actions to Lower Exposure
x Pregnant women should avoid areas
where liquid mercury has been used and
avoid eating fish that contain high levels of
methylmercury, including swordfish,
tilefish, king mackerel and shark
x Carefully handle and dispose of products
that contain mercury, such as
thermometers or fluorescent light bulbs
x Properly dispose of older medicines that
contain mercury. Keep all mercurycontaining medicines away from children.
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Selenium is a naturally occurring, solid substance that is widely but unevenly distributed in the
earth's crust. It is also commonly found in rocks and soil. Selenium, in its pure form of metallic gray to
black crystals, is often referred to as elemental selenium or selenium dust. Elemental selenium is
commercially produced, primarily as a by-product of copper refining. Selenium is not often found in the
environment in its elemental form, but is usually combined with other substances. Much of the
selenium in rocks is combined with sulfide minerals or with silver, copper, lead, and nickel minerals.
Selenium and its compounds are used in some photographic devices, gun bluing (a liquid solution used
to clean the metal parts of a gun), plastics, paints, anti-dandruff shampoos, vitamin and mineral
supplements, fungicides, and certain types of glass. For example, selenium sulfide is used in antidandruff shampoos by the common trade name Selsun Blue. Selenium is also used to prepare drugs and
as a nutritional feed supplement for poultry and livestock.
Possible Health Concerns from Exposures:
Because selenium is a naturally occurring trace
element, it is nutritionally essential to maintain
good health. Selenium, however, may be toxic at
high concentrations and can cause adverse health
effects. Exposure to high concentrations of
selenium may cause:
x Nausea
x Vomiting
x Diarrhea
x Irritability
x Joint pain
x Loss of mental activity
x Skin rashes
x Respiratory complications

Actions to Lower Exposure:
x Have your well water tested; if levels are
high consider using a treatment/filtration
system
x Discourage children from eating dirt and
make sure they wash their hands
frequently
x Obey wildlife advisories issued by your
state (game and fish may consume high
levels of selenium in some areas
x Do not exceed the recommended dosages
when using dietary supplements and antidandruff shampoos

Uranium is a naturally and commonly occurring radioactive element. It is found in very small
amounts in nature in the form of minerals but may be processed into a silver-colored metal. Rocks, soil,
surface and underground water, air, plants, and animals all contain varying amounts of uranium.
Because uranium is found everywhere in small amounts, people always take it into the body from the
air, water, food, and soil. In most areas of the United States, low levels of uranium are found in the
drinking water. Higher levels may be found in areas with elevated levels of naturally occurring uranium
in rocks and soil.
Possible Health Concerns from Exposures:
Actions to Lower Exposure
Natural uranium and depleted uranium have the
x Avoid eating root vegetables grown in soils
identical chemical effect on your body. Possible
with high levels of uranium. Consider
effects include:
washing fruits and vegetables grown in
that soil and discard the outside portion of
x Kidney damage
root vegetables
x Lung damage
x Consider having your water tested if you
x Decreased fertility
suspect that your drinking water might
x Skin irritation
have elevated levels of uranium

