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THE STATE AGENCY FOR
GEOLOGIC INFORMATION

MISSION

To collect and archive infor-
mation about the geologic
character, processes, haz-
ards, and mineral and en-
ergy resources of Arizona
and to inform, advise, and
assist the public in order to
foster understanding and
prudent development of the
State’s land, water, mineral,
and energy resources.

GOALS

B |ncrease understanding
of the geology of
areas with potential
population growth and
economic develoment

B Improve effectiveness of
administering Arizona’s
oil and gas statutes

B Expand the customer
base of the Arizona
Geological Survey

B Improve access to
digital geologic
information to all users
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Arsenic in Ground Water

Jon E. Spencer
Senior Geologist
Arizona Geological Survey

Introduction

Arsenic is a naturally occur-
ring chemical element in rock
and soil and is present in
trace amounts in ground wa-
ter. Arsenic in drinking water
is known to cause cancer in
people if concentrations are
above about 300 ppb (parts
per billion). Extrapolation
from exposures at these rela-
tively high levels to low ar-
senic levels of 5 to 50 ppb,
characteristic of U.S. ground-
water in many areas, suggests
to officials of the U.S. Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency
(EPA) that U.S. citizens are
experiencing adverse health
effects due to arsenic inges-
tion. The EPA recently pro-
posed lowering the maximum
allowable arsenic concentra-
tion in U.S. drinking water
from 50 ppb to 5 ppb. Water
from almost half of the 809
Arizona wells included in the
U.S. Geological Survey’s Na-
tional Water Quality Assess-
ment Program database
exceeds 5 ppb arsenic (Figure
1). Furthermore, 247 of these
809 wells are used for drink-
ing water, and almost half of
these wells exceed 5 ppb ar-

senic (Figure 2). Continued
use of many Arizona wells for
drinking water will require
implementation of expensive
remediation technology if the
maximum allowable arsenic
concentration is reduced as
proposed.

Arsenic as a poison
The toxicity of arsenic has

been known at least since
medieval times when smelt-
ing of arsenic-bearing sul-
fide minerals produced
arsenic trioxide powder that

(continued on page 2)
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Figure 1.
wells. MCL: maxium contaminant level. Data from U.S. Geological
Survey National Water Information System (obtained from http://
co.water.usgs.gov/trace/data/arsenic_may2000.txt).

Arsenic levels in Arizona well water from 809 Arizona
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Al' senic (continued from page 1)

was identified and col-
lected around primitive
smelters. Arsenic trioxide
is tasteless, odorless, and
highly lethal. Arsenic tri-
oxide poisoning became
such a common method of
homicide in central Europe
in the fourteenth and fif-
teenth centuries that laws
were passed specifically
against such use.

Modern studies have es-
tablished that ingestion of
trace amounts of arsenic
results in increased risk of
skin, bladder, lung, kid-
ney, and liver cancer, and
possibly other cancers as
well. Most of the studies
that identified these asso-
ciations were done in Tai-
wan where the affected
populations had routinely
ingested well water with
arsenic levels above 300
ppb. The possible carcino-
genic effects of arsenic at
levels of 5 to 50 ppb in
drinking water are the fo-
cus of current concerns
about public health in the
United States.

Arsenic regulation in
domestic water

The maximum contaminant
level (MCL) for arsenic in U.S.
drinking water was set at 50
ppb in 1942. Based on new
research, and prompted by
the Safe Drinking Water Act
Amendments of 1996, the
EPA proposed in May 2000
that the MCL for arsenic in
drinking water should be
lowered to 5 ppb. A final
rule must be promulgated by
January 1, 2001. An MCL of 5
ppb will affect many wells in
Arizona (Figures 1, 2, and 3)
and expensive remediation
techniques will be required to
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Figure 2. Histogram of arsenic levels in 247 Arizona wells that are used
for drinking water. MCL: maxium contaminant level. Data from U.S.
Geological Survey National Water Information System (obtained from
http://co.water.usgs.gov/trace/data/arsenic_may2000.txt).

reduce arsenic levels in drink-
ing water. Some wells will
probably be closed.

Where does arsenic
come from?

The average concentration
of arsenic in the Earth’s
crust is about two parts per
million by weight. In de-
tail, however, concentra-
tions in rock and soil are
highly variable. Arsenic
concentrations are highest
in areas of hydrothermal
sulfide mineralization
where arsenic is concen-
trated in sulfide minerals.
Arsenic is a major constitu-
ent of minerals such as ar-
senopyrite (FeAsS), realgar
(AsS), orpiment (AsS)),

and the copper minerals
enargite (Cu,AsS ) and
tennantite (CuuAs*SH), and
is a minor component of
other sulfide minerals.

The abundant, naturally
occurring sulfide mineral
deposits in Arizona may be
a significant natural source
of arsenic in basin-filling
sediments. Arsenic is also
present at very low concen-
trations in virtually all rock
and soil and it is possibly
this arsenic that is the domi-
nant source of arsenic in
ground water.

Arsenic in water
Nearly all communities in
Arizona extract ground
water for domestic water




As (ppb)

uses, and many communi-
ties are entirely dependent
on ground water. Much of
southern Arizona is under-
lain by thick deposits of
basin-filling sand and
gravel that form large aquifers
containing enormous quanti-
ties of high quality ground
water. In other communities,

especially in the northern half
of Arizona, ground water is
pumped from fractured or
porous bedrock.

Arizona ground water
generally contains arsenic in
concentrations of 1 to 50
ppb. It is not well under-
stood, however, where this

(continued on page 4)

Figure 3. Arsenic levels in selected water wells in
Arizona (data provided by Xiaoling Qi of the
Arizona Department of Environmental Quality).
Arsenic is measured as parts per billion by weight,
which is equivalent to micrograms per liter of water.
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Figure 4. Map of the Tucson Basin and surrounding areas showing the distribution and arsenic levels in
selected water wells. Greenish gray areas represent bedrock; tan areas south of the Santa Catalina Mountains
in the Catalina foothills represent exposures of low-permeability, middle Tertiary sedimentary rocks; green
areas contain wells that have >5 ppb arsenic. Data from Tucson Water, a division of the City of Tucson
(obtained from http://www.ci.tucson.az.us/water/tsnwtr/quality/arsenic.htm) and Metropolitan Domestic
Water Improvement District (provided by District Hydrologist Michael W. Block).

arsenic came from or how it
was transported into aqui-
fers. It seems likely that
some of it was derived from
Arizona’s abundant sulfide
mineral deposits, but it is
not known if most arsenic
in ground water was de-
rived from sulfide mineral
grains that were carried by
streams from sulfide depos-
its to basins, or from the
very low levels of arsenic

present in virtually all sand
and gravel. Some arsenic in
ground water was likely
leached from sulfide miner-
als within bedrock and
transported to aquifers by
surface or subsurface flow.
Arsenic concentrations in
the Tucson Basin are possi-
bly related to the composi-
tion of the sand and gravel
that make up the underlying
aquifer. Near the Santa

Catalina and Rincon Moun-
tains, arsenic levels are gen-
erally less than 2 ppb,
whereas near the Tucson
Mountains and in south-
western areas of the Tucson
basin, arsenic levels are
consistently greater than 2
ppb (Figure 4). The fairly
straight dividing line be-
tween the two areas, defined
by the 2 ppb arsenic-concen-
tration contour for well wa-

ter, extends for ap-
proximately 45 km (28
miles) southeastward
across the Tucson basin
(Figure 4). It is likely,
but not known for cer-
tain, that this dividing
line is a boundary be-
tween areas where
aquifer sediments have
different compositions.
Northeastern aquifer
sediments, with associ-
ated low arsenic levels,
contain more debris de-
rived from granitic
rocks in the Santa
Catalina and Rincon
Mountains, whereas
southwestern aquifer
sediments contain more
debris derived from
volcanic rocks in the
Tucson and Santa Rita
Mountains, and from
the porphyry copper
deposits in the Sierrita
Mountains.

Conclusion

The geologic factors that
determine concentrations
of arsenic in Arizona
ground water are only
poorly understood. The
EPA believes that arsenic
toxicity at 5 to 50 ppb in
water, a common level
in Arizona well water, is
significant and poten-
tially hazardous. Reduc-
tion of the MCL for
arsenic to 5 ppb will re-
quire remediation or re-
sult in closure of many
Arizona wells, with
likely significant increase
in the cost of water to
many consumers.



