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Al uminu m in drinking wat er poses no risk,
Can adians told

_________________________________

Fe deral health officia ls delu g ed by wor rie d callers

BY WALLACE IMMEN
The Globe and Mail

Dr. Bar r y Thomas spent yest e r day assuring
Cana dians that their wat e r is safe to drink.

After annou nci ng that the federal Health
Department wil l ask for lim its on the
amou nt of alu min um adde d to drinking wa-
ter dur ing tre atment, he was deluge d with
calls from wor rie d officia ls and inqui ring
me dia.

"A s far as we can tel l, the re is no evi denc e
there is a health risk any whe re in Cana da,"
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 in a telephone int e rvie w.

Bu t he added that enoug h qu estio ns hav e
been raise d abou t the effects of alu min um
on the brain that "we wou ld be rem iss is we
didn’t est ablis h a safe lim it."

Alum in um sulphate, known as alu m, is
us ed by tre atment pla n t s across Cana da to
purify wat e r.

Bu t un til now, no one has mon ito red how
mu ch of the sub stanc e ge ts into the wat e r
people drink.

Re c ently repor ted studie s in Aust r alia,
Cana da and Britain indicate that inor ganic
alum in um is par ticularly adept at getting
in t o the bloodst ream and col lecting in brain
tis s ue, Dr. Thomas said. This kin d of alu -
minum, als o called fre e alum in um, bin ds
ea sily wit h body tis s ue.

The conne ction bet ween alu min um and
memo ry imp air ment wa s not seen cle arly in
the past becau se previous studie s did not
have the sophis ti c ated ways of int e rpreting
the dat a that are availa ble today, said Dr.
Wil lia m Fo r bes, a geron t ologi st and distin -

guis hed profe sso r em eritus of the Unive rsity
of Wat e r loo.

In a 35-ye ar study of 2,000 men, Dr. For-
bes fou nd that the incid e n ce of mem ory los s
wa s up to 10 tim e s higher in are as of Cana da
with hig h alum in um leve ls in the wat e r.

In the past, the re were wid e variation s in
the way that wat e r wa s treated, but sin ce the
1980s more rig orous provi nci al standards
have res ult e d in mos t cities reducing the
amou nts of alu m us ed in wat e r treatment.

Officia ls beli eve that for ms of alu min um
ot he r than fre e alum in um pose lit tle risk.

"A lum in um is the thi rd-mos t-com mon ele-
ment in the world; the body is desig ned
to rej ect natur al alu min um in food and wat e r.
Only a trace get s in t o the sys tem ," Dr.
Thomas assure d people who are conc e rne d
abou t the pot entia l fo r long-ter m ex pos ure.

Othe r assuranc es came from indust ry and
re searche rs:

• "We’v e been getting calls from people
asking whether they shoul d throw out thei r
alum in um pots and pans," said Steve Rudin,
a spoke sma n fo r the Alzhei mer Socie ty of
Cana da. Alzhei mer’s dis ease affects about
250,000 Cana dians. Alu min um cook ware
wa s on e of the origi nal suspect s in Alzhei-
me r’s , but the alu min um fr om pots is not
re adily abso r bed in the body. The amou nt
that ent e rs food is min ute, eve n if you stew
acid i c food in an alu min um pot, a spoke s-
ma n fo r Alcan Alu min ium Ltd. said.

• Alum in um cans are coated with lacqu er
or pla sti c to preve n t food or drinks from pick-
ing up any met al, the Alc a n repre sent ative
adde d.

• Ant aci ds con tain alu min um and some

people take many table ts a day. "Yo u might
think this wou ld add a lot of alu min um, but
studie s sh ow it doesn’t seem to make much
differenc e," Dr. Forbes said. After a con tro -
ve rsy five years ago, ant aci d ma kers reduced
the amoun t of alu min um in their produ cts.

• Deodorants con tain alu min um co mpoun ds,
but it is a coating on the outsi de of the skin
and tends not to be abso r bed .

• Ma ny Cana dian com mun ities have hig h
natural lev els of alu min um in their wat e r.
Fact ors such as aci d rain increa s e alum in um
leve ls. In Newfo undla n d and Manitoba, for
in stanc e, natur ally aci dic wat e r ab s orbs more
alum in um fr om the soi l. But this alu min um
is the organic, or bou nd, for m, and does not
pose a risk, Dr. Thomas said.

Exis ting provi nci al recom mendation s on the
leve l of alu m are set for technical rea son s,
rather than health con cer ns.

A meeting on setting a health standard
will be called this year, but Dr. Thomas has
no idea what the final number will be. He
said cit ies that repor ted to him yest e r day in-
dicated that their wat e r ha d fre e alum in um
in a range from100 to 200 mic r ogr ams per
li tre of wat e r.

Anyt hing bel ow 200 is con sid ere d a safe
rang e, alt hou gh Dr. Forbes said his study
fo und a hig h risk of mem ory imp air ment in
men who drank wat e r with more than 215
mic r ogr ams per lit re.

Me a nwhile, tre atment pla n t s will con tin ue
to use alu m. Alt e rnative s are eit her more
ex pensive or not as effective in eli min ating
cont aminants from wat e r, said Lar r y Wil-
li ams of Alber ta’s env ironm e n tal protection
ag enc y.
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