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Can ada to limit tap wat er alu minum
__________________________

Li nks to memo ry, brain imp air ment

BY WALLACE IMMEN
The Globe and Mail

He a lth Cana da plans to set lim its on alu min -
um in drinking wat e r in lig ht of res earch
li nking the ele ment to brain damag e and
memo ry los s.

An Aust r alia n re search team repor ted this
we ek that alu min um, whi c h is added to
drinking wat e r in tre atment pla n t s , can ac-
cumu lat e in the brain, whe re it may kil l off
cells and caus e memo ry los s. Mos t Cana di-
ans liv ing in cit ies drink wat e r that has been
treated with alu min um, alt hou gh at lev els
that are consid ere d safe.

The Sydney-base d Au s trali an Ins titute of
Bi ome dical Re search said ino rga n i c alum in-
um , the type added to wat e r du ring pur ifi-
cation, col lect s in the brain s of rat s , dama-
gi ng neurons.

Althou gh the res earche rs did not say that
alum in um in wat e r caus es Alzhei mer’s dis-
ea s e, they said the for ms of mem ory im-
pair ment the sub stanc e caus es is charact e r-
is ti c of symp t o ms of the illness.

Institute res earche r Ju die Walton not e d
there has been a worldw ide sur ge in Alzhei-
me r’s ove r the past 70 years, as many peo -
ple’s wat e r ha s been tre ated with alu min um.

Some res earche rs con tin ue to link hig h
leve ls of alu min um in the brain wit h Alzhei-
me r’s , while other studies have cast doubt
on the conne ction.

"B ase d on what we’v e se en of the res earch ,
the cor rela t ion [of alu min um to memo ry
lo ss] is con clu siv e," Dr. Bar r y Thomas said
ye s terday.

Dr. Thomas, hea d of the criter ia section of
He a lth Cana da’s Env ironm e n tal Health Direc-
to r ate, said the Dep artment wil l ask a com -
mitt e e of federal and provi nci al officia ls to
set health lim its for alu min um within the
next year.

Althou gh wat e r accou nts for only a sma l l
fr actio n of the amou nt of alu min um people
cons ume in food, the type of alu min um that
ent e rs wat e r du ring pur ific ation is the mos t
li kely to reach the brain, the Aust r alia n study
fo und .

The finding, repor ted Tu esday in the jou r-
nal Ne uroTo xicol ogy, draws con clu sio ns that
are sim ilar to those in a study of 2,000 On-
tario men repor ted in Janu ary in the Cana-
di an Jou rnal on Agi ng. "Gene r ally you get
a risk alm o st 10 tim e s as big in are as that
have hig h alum in um leve ls in the drinking
wa ter", said the study’s author, Dr. Wil lia m
Fo r bes, distinguis hed profe sso r em eritus of
the Unive rsity of Wat e r loo.

Dr. Forbes said his res earch shows that a
leve l abov e 300 mic r ogr ams per lit re is defi-
nitely harmful. He said the re is no evi denc e
of harm from long-ter m us e of wat e r with
alum in um leve ls bel ow 100 mic r ogr ams per
li tre, a lev el com mon in Cana dian wat e r
suppli es.

Mo st tre ated wat e r in Cana da is kept be-
low 100 mic r ogr ams per lit re becau se any
mo re than that affects its look and taste, said
Me tro Toron t o wa ter-sup ply directo r Hi roshi
Ta n igu chi.

Dr. Thomas said that "no cou ntr y current-
ly has a health standard for alu min um in

wa ter. We’re in the foref ron t on this." Health
li mit s have been unde r discus sio n fo r at lea st
two years, he said, and "as is often the case,
there is a wid e rang e of opi nio n."

At a conferenc e in Burlington, Ont., last
ye ar, some exper ts argue d fo r a health lim it
as low as 50 mic r ogr ams while others said
100 is necessar y to avo id compromisi ng the
purifying effect of the alum in um salts in the
wa ter.

"This is not just added for no rea son," Dr.
Thomas poi nted out. The process rem ove s
bacter ia and protozoa that are ser iou s health
risk s.

Wa ter in some are as of Cana da, especia l ly
the Prair ies, is natur ally hig h in alu min um,
but that is not con sid ere d a health risk, Dr.
Thomas noted . The organic for m of alu min -
um in food and grou nd wat e r doesn’t rea dily
ent e r the blood sys tem , he said. It is the in-
or ganic alum in um salts used to clarify wat e r
in tre atment that are the con cer n.

Hy drated alu min um sulphate, als o know n
as alu m, is use d to rem ove fine particle s
fr om wat e r, said Pet e r Chis hol m, associat e
profes sor of eng ine e ring at the Unive rsity of
Guel ph. The compoun d or a rela ted alu min -
um salt is use d across Cana da, any whe re
where the re is pre -treatment of wat e r ex trac-
ted from lakes and stre a ms."

The chemical for ms snowflake-li ke clu s-
ters known as floc. The posit ive ly charged
floc att r act s negative ly charged min eral par-
ti cle s in the wat e r as it settles to the bottom
of a tre atment tank. Howeve r, some alum in-
um rem ain s in the pur ifie d wa ter.
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