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Arsenic Contamination
in Bangladesh

Al-haj Md. Quadiruzzaman
Chief Engineer
Department of Public Health Engineering

The discovery of arsenic in the ground water of Bangladesh is
posing a major threat to people's livelihood in the country. More
than 90% of the ground water is used for irrigation. Although a
relatively small portion of it is used for drinking, 95% ‘of the
population rely’ on this as the source for drinking, thanks to the
deltaic conditions that favour the installation of the shallow
tubewell and the No 6 hand pump. The Department of Public
Health Engineering (DPHE) is proud to have promoted the
technology with the assistance of UNICEF and other donots.
Individual household initiatives, assisted by NGOs and the private
sector, played an equally important part, as is evident from the fact
that three-fourths of the total tubewells today are privately owned.
What was hailed until recently as the country's major success story,
in having achieved near universal access to drinking water and
contributed to the reduction in cholera epidemics as well as
diarrhoeal mortality and morbidity, now requires ‘ serious
_ reorientation.
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Population at Risk
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per billion (microgrammes per litre). Preliminary analysis of the
data from the ongoing Ground Water Study by the British
Geological Survey in cooperation with DPHE shows the extent of
contamination to be 31%. Another survey in 500 arsenic affected

Population at Risk due to Arsenic >50 ppb
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villages by the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare and Dhaka
Community Hospital supported by UNDP' indicates that I:he
percentage of contamination is about-two times higher. Thes& S
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would be fair to assume that 3 out of 10 tubewells contain
unacceptable levels of arsenic, and 7 out of 10 tubewells are "safe".
For proper assessment, many more tubewells need to be tested.

" Considéring that there may be 4-5 million fubewells in the country,

the sample size in all the surveys so far is too small and the
variability of contamination even within a village is too great.

The attached map shows the preliminary assessment of how arsenic
contamination is spread in the country on a thana-wide basis., The
area of heaviest contamination is in the Southern districts and some
in the districts of Sylhet Division. Altogether, the estimate is that
211 out of the 460 thanas in the country have tubewells that contain
unacceptable levels of arsenic. Based on the population of the area,
about 24 million people are thus potentially at risk of being affected
by arsenicosis. The attached pie chart shows the distribution of
population at risk in thanas that have different proportions of
"contaminated" tubewells.

Source of Contamination

- Arsenic contamination is geological in origin. The main source is

the arsenic-containing rocks from the Himalayas which were
eroded and were washed down by the rivers to the low lying areas
of West Bengal and Bangladesh. Together with the sand, silt and
clay, these were deposited and buried thousands of years ago and
formed a part of the aquifers that we are tapping today. The
contamination zone extends up to 150 metres. Deep tubewells that
draw water from 200 metres or below atre mostly "safe".

Most hydro-geologists in Bangladesh believe that the predununant
mechanism for the release of arsenic into ground water is because
(See Page 19)

Community-Based
Arsenic Mitigation:
A Work in Progress

Dr. Deepak Bajracharya

UNICEF, Bangladesh

The Communjty-Based Arsenic Mitigation initiative is the
beginning of accelerated action to address one of the most serious
concerns in Bangl&dﬁsh Suppurted by UNICEF, it is a partnership
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Message

‘We are very pleased to see the culmination of se: many partners’ work
in developing a comprehensive, scientifically researched and well-
designed communication strategy. It can now be fully applied as an
integral part of arsenic mitigation activities, and will seek the
~achievement of specific awareness and behavioural change objectives.

With the materials designed for the campaign, health workers,
doctors, agricultural extension workers, tubewell mechanics, Union:
Parishad members and high school students will be among the key
communicators promoting behavioural change in communities, and
whose efforts will be reinforced by spots and messages shared
through mass and outdoor media.

UNICEF and Government are very much concerned, together with
our development partners-NGOs, the media and other civil society
groups-about the impact of arsenic contamination of groundwater in
different parts of Bangladesh. That is why we have been supporting
the Government and NGOs in a multi-pronged approach to rapidly
develop solutions that work. This includes testing wells to find out
which ones are safe; providing alternative safe water options such as
filtration of pondwater and rainwater harvesting, strengthening the
capacity of health workers to identify and manage cases of arsenic
poisoning; and developing this communication strategy to ensure that
people have the information they need to decide how best to get safe
drinking water.

The community leaders, the general public; and the mass media
have instrumental roles to play in ensuring that these efforts receive
the support and resources they need, and that communities and
households are mobilized to take constructive action. In the past,
many innovations developed in Bangladesh, such as oral rehydration
therapy and microcredit, have globally saved millions of lives and
lifted millions of others out of poverty. Arsenic mitigation efforts
need to be tackled with the same vigour and urgency to address this
challenge in the shortest time possible. UNICEF is committed to

playing its part fully in this endeavour. _
Shakosts Ao

Ms. Shahida Azfar
Country Representative,
® Unicef, Bangladesh

about harmful effects of arsenic poisoning and steps necessary to
_ensure safe water use;
. Bﬁm the \thlhty of alternative options for safe water
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