








Arsenic in the Environment  Page 5 

It is difficult to predict how arsenic will affect someone.  Amounts that cause serious health 
problems for some people may have no effect on others.  Also, two people with similar 
exposures may develop totally different health problems.   
 
Short-term Exposure to Large Amounts of Arsenic 
Swallowing relatively large amounts of arsenic (even just one time) can cause mild symptoms, 
serious illness, or death.  Milder effects may include swelling of the face, nausea, vomiting, 
stomach pain, or diarrhea.  Serious effects may include coma, internal bleeding, or nerve damage 
causing weakness or loss of sensation in the hands, arms, feet, or legs.   
 
Levels of arsenic in Washington soil and water are generally too low to cause health effects from 
short-term exposure except under extremely unusual circumstances.   
 
Long-term Exposure to Small Amounts of Arsenic 
Long-term ingestion (greater than 6 months) of smaller amounts of arsenic that can be found in 
the environment has the potential to cause many different health problems.  Illnesses strongly 
linked to this type of exposure include bladder cancer, lung cancer, non-melanoma skin cancer, 
liver cancer, prostate cancer, kidney cancer, cardiovascular disease, diabetes mellitus, damage to 
peripheral nerves, and changes to the pattern of color or thickness of the skin.   
 
Many of these health problems, such as cancer, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease, are 
common illnesses that affect many people and have several possible causes besides arsenic.  
Even in areas with relatively high levels of arsenic in soil and water, we expect that most cases 
of these health problems will not be the result of arsenic exposure, but due to other factors such 
as diet, genes, lifestyle, preexisting illness, and other chemicals.  At the same time, arsenic can 
increase the risk of developing these illnesses and is likely to contribute to some of the cases.    

Medical Testing 
to Evaluate  
Your Exposure 
to Arsenic 
Several types of tests are available to 
measure exposure to arsenic.  Each test has 
certain limitations that should be 
considered when deciding whether to be 
tested, which test to use, and how to 
interpret the results.   
 
Most arsenic stays in the body only a short 
time.  Measuring the level of arsenic in 
urine is the best way to evaluate exposure 
that occurred in the last 1 - 2 days.  Two 
types of urine tests are available.  The most  
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For more information about arsenic in drinking water, visit the DOH web site at 
http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw or call the DOH, Division of Drinking Water toll free line at 
800-521-0323. 
 
Reducing Exposure to Arsenic-Contaminated Soil 
Although anyone can be exposed to arsenic in soil, young children who are in close contact with 
dusty floors and outdoor dirt are more likely than others to swallow contaminated soil and dust 
that gets on their hands and toys.  Reducing their exposure involves covering, removing, or 
avoiding contaminated soil, and washing children’s hands and faces with soap and water when 
they get dirty.  Contaminated soil can be brought inside the home by the wind and on shoes and 
pets.  Taking off your shoes before coming inside, keeping pets clean, and regular damp 
mopping and dusting will help keep indoor dust levels down.   

 
Adults can reduce exposure to contaminated soil when gardening or doing yard work by 
dampening dusty soils (or wearing a dust mask) in dry conditions, wearing gloves, and washing 
up with soap and water before eating.  Vegetables and fruits grown in contaminated soil should 
be washed thoroughly before eating.   
 
For more information on ways to reduce your exposure to arsenic-contaminated soil, call the 
DOH Office of Environmental Health Assessments at 877-485-7316 or visit the following web 
site:  http://www.metrokc.gov/health/hazard/resultsfaq.htm#precautions 
 
Reducing Exposure to CCA-Treated Wood 
Washing children’s hands with soap and water after they have played on CCA-treated wood 
structures will reduce their exposure to the arsenic that leaches out of the wood.  Sealing CCA-
treated wood with an oil-based stain every one or two years can help reduce exposure by 
reducing the arsenic residues at the surface of the wood.  Do not burn CCA-treated wood 
because the smoke is extremely hazardous.  If you plan to build play equipment or other outdoor 
structures, ask your lumber supplier about alternatives to CCA-treated wood.   
 
For more information about CCA-treated wood and ways to reduce your exposure, call the DOH 
Office of Environmental Health Assessments at 877-485-7316 or visit the following web site:  
http://www.dph.state.ct.us/Publications/BCH/EEOH/pressurtr.pdf 




