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Va riations note d in aluminum leve ls
_____________________________

Some wat e r re ading s astonishingly hig h, can vary wit h season s, geogr aphy, exper t says

BY WALLACE IMMEN
The Globe and Mail

TORONTO – The amou nt of alu min um in
mu nicip al wat e r suppli es can vary dramati-
cally, figure s being repor ted to federal health
officia ls sh ow.

Studie s of mem ory los s due to alu min um
sugg est that 70 years of drinking wat e r with
leve ls above 200 mic r ogr ams per lit re (parts
per bil lio n) mig ht raise the risk of mem ory
lo ss in old age con sis tent wit h Alzhei mer’s
disease.

Bu t in 1993, one pla n t in Ont ario tur ned
ou t wa ter with 20 tim e s that much.

"Some rea ding s are astonishingly hig h, ove r
1,000 mic r ogr ams per lit re," said Dr. Bar r y
Thomas, hea d of the federal Health Dep art-
ment section that is pla nning to set nation a l
st andards for alu min um in drinking wat e r.

Sea son a l variation s can affe ct alu min um
leve ls. Experts say leve ls tend to be hig her
du ring win ter and sum mer as wel l as after
sto rms, whi c h stir up sedim e n t in riv ers and
la kes that sup ply wat e r fo r cities. Hyd rated
alum in um sulphate, or alu m, is added to re-
move silt and harmful bacter ia from wat e r
du ring tre atment. Some alum in um rema ins
in the wat e r pi ped out to con sum ers.

The maj or problem may be in hot weather,
said John McGrackan, mechanical assessment
offic e r fo r Ontario’s Env ironm e n t Mi nis try.
"Tre atment pla n t s have to produ c e mo re wa -
ter in les s time dur ing peak sum mer de-
ma n d." Adding more alu m speeds the clarifi-
cation process.

Geogr aphy als o plays a role. Dr. Thomas

said that, in gen eral, the Marit imes repor t
low alu min um leve ls becau se mos t towns use
gr oun d wa ter not tre ated with alu m. Cit ies
on the Prair ies appear to hav e the mos t con-
si stent problem . Mo re of the alum in um
salts used to clarify wat e r mu s t be added to
ov ercome hig h natural lev els of lim e that
ma kes wat e r harder.

Sa sk atoon repor ted leve ls as hig h as 700
in its wat e r, said Bla ine Gan ong, acting direc-
to r of the mun i cip al branch of Saskatche -
wa n’s Env ironm e n t Department.

Alum in um adde d in tre atment, known as
in organic or fre e alum in um, is con sid ere d
the big gest health risk becau se new studies
in Cana da and Aust r alia show it has an abil-
ity to reach the brain, whe re it col lect s in
cells responsib le for mem ory.

An Aust r alia n study fou nd that fre e alu-
minum at the lev el of 100 mic r ogr ams per
li tre accumulat e d in sig n ific a n t amou nts in
the brain s of six of eig ht rat s after bei ng in -
je cted with the equ ivalent of just one gla s s
of wat e r.

Ajax 220 55 136
Br acebr idge* 44 30 34
Grav enhurst 690 120 317
Hamilt on 120 49 81

King s t on 250 53 144
Me tro Toron t o (Harris Pla n t) 240 81 134
Me tro Toron t o (Clark Pla n t) 11 0 65 83
Ohsweke n 4, 350 66 1,088

Ottawa 220 57 11 5
Port Dov er 389 78 189
Rainy Riv er 1,530 170 623
Su dbury* 19 7 11
Win dso r 230 60 11 7

Dr inking Alu minum
Amou nts unde r 200 mic r ogr ams per lit re of wat e r are safe but 1993 testing
sh owe d ma ny com mun ities wit h mu ch hig her lev els

Commun ity Ma ximu m Mi nimum Av erage

*Br acebr idge and Sudbury do not tre at wit h alum in um

Ohsweke n’s phen omenally hig h peak rea ding of 4,350 was the res ult of mechanical
proble ms at the federally operated treatment pla n t, officia ls say
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