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ABSTRACT

Bangladesh faces what the World Health Organization has called the "largest mass

poisoning of a population in history." Forty-nine million people drink water contaminated with
arsenic far exceeding the WHO guideline value for safe water. Arsenic, which is odorless, colorless
and tasteless, and damages human health in a host of ways especially after extended exposure, has
come to be known as a ‘silent killer’. Regarding the scale of the problem not only in Bangladesh but
in many other parts of the world the enormous amount of activities have been done so far in order to
cope with it, still however millions of people are exposed to dangerous arsenic concentrations in
drinking water, and no technology was found which could be cconomically affordable and
technically effective in all arsenic contaminated areas.

Several community-based technologies were investigated between February and June 2009 to
provide sufficient technical information in advance of the launch of the Clean Water Foundation’s
Arsenic Mitigation Project (list of technologies cf. table 1). The objective was to find a relatively
simple, easily maintainable and affordable technology, which will produce enough of water for a
local entrepreneur to earn a living by running a business that purveys water to his community. Most
of the information was collected from the primary sources, through close cooperation with the
proponents of these technologies, academics who have spent much of their careers devoted to solving
the arsenic problem, international organizations and local institutions including UNICEF, WHO, the
Bangladeshi Environmental Technology Verification Body and many others. From this research, it
was found that the groundwater in Bangladesh is also manganese-rich in many places. In the
southern districts of the country, people straggle with the problem of brackish water. Without any
existing technology for ions removal there, and given that alternative drinking water sources are
usually extremely polluted and thus require complex treatment before the consumption, they have
little option but drink salty water.

Most of the technologies for arsenic removal are based on the adsorption on the media (cf. table 1).
Unfortunately, due to the complex water matrix (including the presence of various dissolved
components, particularly phosphates and silicates) it appears that most of these technologies have a
much lower production capacity than it was initially assumed. This factor significantly increases their
associated maintenance costs. As noted from experience on the ground, this condition has all but led
to the abandonment of some these units in remote rural areas of Bangladesh. Most of the
adsorption-based technologies should not be used if arsenic concentration is very high, and
accompanied by the presence of phosphates or silicates.

Populations in Bangladesh with the misfortune of having groundwater contaminated with arsenic,
fortunately have secret weapon in that same water: high concentrations of naturally occurring iron
that after proper oxidation has the affinity to adsorb arsenic.

This phenomenon is used by some of the existing technologies. However the oxidation-based
technologies are highly dependent on the iron concentration and can be used only if its value is
ten times that of the arsenic concentration.

Finally the newly developed electro-membrane-based technology, FTC, opened an avenue for
supplying clean water to Bangladeshi living in areas of high salinity, manganese, iron, arsenic and
many other ions.
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