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Waterthat's
notfitto drink

Arsenic poisoningisspreading.
Weneed drastic stepstotackleit

nareply toaquestionin the Lok Sabha, the Union min-
istry of water resources said 239 million people across
153 districtsin 21 states drink water that contains high
levels of arsenic. That's around a fifth of the country’s
population, and by any standards, that’s an appalling
statistic. The actual number
could be higher. India pegs arsenic ou rtake
concentrations above 50 parts per bil-
lion as harmful; in the US, it is 10 parts per billion. Arsenic is
one of the 10 chemicals classified as a public health concern by
the WHO; it slowly poisons the body, potentially causing skin
lesions, damage to the peripheral nerves, gastrointestinal ail-
ments, diabetes, renal (kidney)failure, cardiovascular disease,
and cancer. At least half the people who were known to be at
risk of arsenic contamination live in the Ganga-Brahmaputra
basins of Bangladesh and India. Groundwater is also used for
irrigation. This means arsenic poisoning affects not just the
people of the area but also those who consume the produce of
the affected region. In food, rice has the highest sensitivity to
arsenic followed by vegetables. Inmost arsenic-affected states
riceisthe staple.

Despite the crisis, groundwater contamination , either by
arsenic or other pollutants such as fluorides, does not getthe
attention it deserves, especially when compared to surface
water contamination because the latter is visible. Moreover,
there is no law yet to check groundwater withdrawal. This
severe environmental-health crisis has to be contained quickly
before it can expand. Along with periodic testing of water in
affected areas and individualised testing of each hand pump or
tubewell (markingit as safe/unsafe), itis important to encour-
age people to optforlow-cost, local solutions such as rainwater
harvesting that can ensure clean drinking water.

States such as Bihar have set up filtration units but the
maintenance of filters is a problem.This needs to be addressed.
Additionally, governments have to curb the use of groundwa-
ter and Keep a strict control on agricultural and industrial efflu-
ents that pollute aquifers that recharge groundwater.
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